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have a ’57 Chevy Impala in my room. It’s 
two-tone blue with red-and-silver flame 
detailing on the sides and fins. 

And I have a ’92 Firebird V-8 with a twin-cam 
engine and black leather interior. And I have an 
’83 silver Camaro that I haven't finished putting 
together. 

Yes, they’re models. I've filled the bookshelves 
along my bedroom wall with model cars that I 
build. 

Dad says he’s going to build shelves on the other 
wall to hold the new ones. But that would cover up 
my race car posters. 

I don’t want to do that. I love my car posters. 
One of them is even signed by Mario Andretti. If 
you’re not into cars, I’d better explain that he’s a 
very famous race car driver. In fact, he’s a legend. 
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My name is Mitchell Moinian. I’m twelve, and 
I’m kind of a legend too. That’s because I know 
more about cars than anybody in my school. 

Sometimes my friends Allan and Steve and I 
have a contest. We stand on the corner outside my 
house and see who can be the first to identify the 
cars that come by. 

I win every time. I can identify cars with my 
eyes closed! 

That’s because I read stacks and stacks of car 
magazines. And when I’m not reading about cars 
or building models of cars, I like to draw cars. 

Know what I dream about at night? That’s 
right — I dream that I’m driving cars. 

Anyway, I guess my story starts on a peaceful 
Saturday afternoon. It had rained all morning, and 
a few raindrops, blown by the wind, still tapped 
against my bedroom window. 

I didn’t care. I like the sound of rain when I’m 
inside working on a model. I leaned over my work- 
table, studying the diagrams for the silver Ca- 
maro. 

It was pretty complicated. There were a million 
pieces to this one. I mean, you don’t just glue slot 
A to tab B and call it a Camaro! 

I had the chassis built. And I was carefully fit- 
ting together fiberglass parts to the body — when 
my brother, Todd, came bursting into the room, 
screaming his head off. 


“Hey!” I jumped — and cracked a fender. The 
fiberglass split in my fist. 

“You jerk!” I screamed. “Look what you made 
me do!” 

Todd didn’t even look down at the broken 
fender. “Hurry! Help me!” he cried. “You've got to 
come — quick!” 

Todd is seven. He’s not into cars. I don’t know 
what he’s into. 

T guess he’s into scaring himself. He’s been very 
weird ever since we moved into this creepy old 
house last year. 

We had a perfectly nice house back in Toledo. 
But Dad got a new job, and we had to move to For- 
rest Valley. And Mom and Dad bought this huge 
old broken-down heap. 

The house leans over a high peak on the top of 
Hunter Hill. You can see our house from town in 
Forrest Valley below. Even from so far away, 
the house looks like a haunted house in a horror 
movie. 

I think they bought this wreck because Dad 
likes to build and repair things. He watches all 
those “Fix Up Your Own House” shows on TV and 
says, “I can do that. I can do that.” 

Except he really can’t. 

As Mom says, “When it comes to being handy, 
he’s all thumbs!” 

Anyway, Todd has been acting really weird ever 
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since we moved in. He is convinced the house is 
haunted. He’s always seeing ghosts in every room. 

He’s always screaming and carrying on and 
freaking himself out. Do you believe it? The poor 
guy has to sleep with his lights on! 

And now he stood trembling in my doorway, 
motioning frantically with both hands for me to 
follow him. He’s so skinny and blond and pink. I 
had to laugh. The way he was twitching and shak- 
ing, he looked like a frightened bunny rabbit. 

“Mitchell — hurry! Please!” he cried. “There’s a 
ghost in my room!” 

“Not again,” I groaned. I dropped the broken 
fiberglass fender to the table and glared at my 
brother. “Todd, your brain is haunted. How many 
times do I have to tell you? There’s no ghost in this 
house!” 

“Please —” he pleaded. 

“Have you been reading those scary books 
again?” I asked. “You know you're too young for 
them.” 

“No. Really. I’m not making it up this time,” he 
insisted. He turned and gazed down the hall, quiv- 
ering all over. “It — it’s down there.” 

“Okay, okay,” I muttered. I climbed to my feet, 
shaking my head. “You wrecked my Camaro 
fender. There’d better be a real ghost this time.” 

“There is,’ he murmured. “For real. In my 
closet. I saw it.” 

He stepped aside to let me pass. I peered down 
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the long, dark hallway. Gray light washed in from 
the tiny window at the far end. Dad had started to 
put up ceiling lights. But he needed someone to 
help him with the wiring. 

In the meantime, the long hall was always dark. 
And the ancient brown wallpaper on the walls, 
cracked and peeling, didn’t make it any brighter. 

The old floorboards creaked under our feet as I 
led the way to Todd’s room. 

“A ghost in my closet,” Todd whispered. “I’m 
not making it up.” 

He stayed behind me, one hand clinging to the 
back of my T-shirt. I glanced over my shoulder. 
His bunny face twitched, blue eyes wide with 
fright. 

Todd always was the weird one in the Moinian 
family. He doesn’t even look like us. Mom, Dad, 
and I are all tall and dark, with brown eyes and 
brown hair. 

I stopped at the doorway and peered into Todd’s 
room. Gloomy gray light washed over the room 
from the rain-spotted window. 

“Do you see it? Do you see it?” Todd eagerly 
whispered behind me, his fist still clinging to my 
shirt. 

“Of course not —” I started. 

But then my eyes moved to Todd's half-open 
closet door. And I saw the ghostly figure floating 
inside the closet. 


s 6 hoa,” I murmured. A chill of 
fear rolled down my body. 


“What? You see it? What is it?” Todd demanded, 

his fist jabbing my back. 

I squinted into the gray light, struggling to 
focus, watching the pale, unmoving figure. 

It took me a few seconds to realize that I wasn’t 
staring at a ghost. I was staring at Todd’s half-full 
laundry bag. 

“You jerk!” I cried. I turned and gave him a hard 
shove with both hands. “It’s your laundry bag!” 

He stumbled backwards and hit the wall. “Well, 
who would leave it there?” he demanded. “How 
was I supposed to know it wasn’t a ghost?” 

“Because there aren't any ghosts!” I screamed. 

“Prove it,” he replied. He crossed his bony arms 
over the front of his X-Files T-shirt. 
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“Prove what?” I snarled. “Prove that there 
aren’t any ghosts?” 

“The truth is out there,” Todd said solemnly. 

“You'd better stop watching that show,” I 
seolded. “Stop reading the scary books and stop 
watching The X-Files, Todd. You're making your- 
self crazy.” 

“Look at this creepy house,” Todd argued. “A 
house that looks like this has to be haunted. It has 
to —_ 

“Mom and Dad are really worried about you,” I 
interrupted. “They think you're totally losing it.” 

“No way, I —” Todd started to protest. 

But a deafening crash shook the house. 

Todd and I both jumped and cried out. “What 
was that?” 

“Downstairs!” I gasped. 

We took off down the hall, floorboards creaking 
and groaning. I reached the stairs first and started 
down, leaning hard on the banister, taking the 
stairs two at a time. 

Halfway down, I stared into the living room — 
and saw what had caused the crash. A bookshelf 
had fallen off the wall. The bookshelf Dad just 
built last weekend. 

It had toppled over onto our couch. Books and 
framed photos and flower vases had spilled across 
the floor. 

“What is it? What happened?” Todd came bar- 
reling down the stairs so fast, he bumped into me. 
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Still wiping his hands, Dad turned to us on the 
stairway. “No. I used the wrong brackets,” he 
said. “Todd, you've really got to stop seeing ghosts 
everywhere you look.” 

“Okay, Dad,” Todd replied quickly. He never 
wants to argue with Dad. Dad has a bad temper, 
and Todd hates to be yelled at. “I'll try.” 

Dad gazed at Todd for a long moment. Then he 
stepped around the couch, grabbed the top of the 
bookshelf, and shoved it into a standing position. 
He leaned it carefully against the wall. 

“Broke a vase and a few picture frames,” he 
muttered unhappily. “Your mom won't be pleased.” 

Todd and I made our way down the stairs, into 
the living room. I bent down and picked some 
books off the floor and set them on the coffee table. 

“Why don’t you guys come with me to the hard- 
ware store?” Dad asked. “We'll buy the right 
brackets. You’re not doing anything important, 
right?” 

“Can I buy more glue and some fiberglass?” I 
asked. “Todd made me crack my Camaro model.” 

“It wasn’t my fault!” Todd whined. “Why do I 
always have to be blamed for everything?” 

“Calm down, guys,” Dad said. “Get your jack- 
ets, and we'll go.” 

A few seconds later, we stepped outside. The 
rain had stopped, but heavy clouds floated low 
over the hill. Our front lawn glistened wetly. I 
could still hear raindrops falling from the trees. 
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Our front yard sloped down steeply toward the 
town. A misty gray fog covered the valley, blan- 
keting the town from view. 

The car was parked in the driveway. It was a 
fourteen-year-old Chrysler Lebaron, puke green, 
a wreck of a car with rusted bumpers and one 
headlight cracked. Dad seldom bothered pulling it 
into the garage. 

“When are we getting a new car?” I moaned, 
climbing into the front passenger seat. 

Dad frowned. “Mitchell, do you have to ask that 
question every single time you get in the car?” 

“I get to ride in front on the way home,” Todd 
whined. He slammed the back door so hard, I 
thought the old car would fall apart. 

Dad turned the ignition key and started pump- 
ing the gas pedal. The car started up with a groan 
on the third try. He let it warm up for a while, then 
backed down the drive. 

“This car can barely start. Look how long it 
takes to warm up,” I complained. “I’ve been read- 
ing the car ads, Dad. You don’t have to buy a new 
car. You can lease one.” 

Dad rolled his eyes. “I don’t want a new car,” he 
replied through gritted teeth. “I take really good 
care of this car. It drives just fine.” 

He leaned over the wheel and guided the car 
around the curves. Forrest Valley Road slopes 
sharply, curving as it goes, down into the valley 
below. 
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Gray fog billowed around us as we rolled lower. 
Dad switched on the headlights. But they didn’t 
help much. The fog reflected the light back onto 
the car. 

“Can’t see two feet ahead of me,” Dad grum- 
bled. He squinted straight ahead through the 
clouded windshield, both hands gripping the top of 
the wheel. 

“Hey!” He uttered a sharp cry. 

His foot started pumping, pumping hard up and 
down. His mouth dropped open. His face beamed 
bright red. 

“Dad — what’s wrong?” I cried. 

He didn’t reply. He pumped his foot frantically. 

The car picked up speed, rolling down the hill 
faster, bouncing, shooting through the thick fog. 

“No brakes!” Dad cried. “I don’t believe it! No 
brakes!” 
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r b 0... A frightened moan es- 


caped my throat. 

The car bounced hard. Dad cut the wheel. 

I fell against the door with a hard THUD. 

I heard Todd whimpering in the back. 

The steering wheel bounced under Dad’s hands 
as if it were about to fly off. 

I heard a loud roar. A car horn. We all screamed 
as a black van shot toward us from the wall of 
fog. 

Dad spun the wheel. The car shuddered as the 
van roared past. 

We rolled down the road. Faster. Faster. 

The road dropped dangerously. Dad twisted the 
wheel, one way, then the other, struggling to see 
the curves through the heavy fog. 

We bounced hard. I cried out as my head 
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bumped the ceiling. The seat belt cut into my 
waist. 

“We're going to crash! We’re going to crash!” 
Todd wailed. 

Dad’s leg shot up and down as he pumped the 
brake. “Noooo!” 

The car slid. We went into a skid. 

Tires squealed. 

I heard a car horn. A gray car roared past us. 

We skidded off the road. Toward a forest of dark 
trees. 

“Noooo!” 

Isaw Dad's right hand leave the bouncing steer- 
ing wheel. He gripped the emergency brake and 
jerked it up. 

I shut my eyes. 

And rocked hard — forward then back — as the 
car hit. 

I heard the crunch of metal. A crackling sound. 
Shattering glass. 

My head hit the dashboard. Then I shot back up. 

I heard Todd utter a high squeak. 

Then silence. 

Lopened my eyes. Blinked several times. It took 
me a while to realize that the car had stopped. 

We had hit a tree. Head-on. The windshield had 
cracked. Beyond it, I saw the hood crushed and 
mangled. 

My heart raced in my chest. I could feel the 
blood pulsing at my temples. 
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“Are we ...okay?” Dad’s voice came out tiny, 
just above a whisper. Shaking his head as if to 
clear it, he turned to the back. “Todd?” 

“T’m okay, Dad,” Todd replied softly. 

“Me too,” I said, trying to swallow. My mouth 
was suddenly as dry as sandpaper. 

“I — I just fixed those brakes last week,” Dad 
murmured. And then his expression changed. His 
eyes bulged. He tore off his seat belt. Shoved open 
the car door. 

“Dad?” I called. 

He lurched out of the car. Leaned over and 
started to puke. Loud, violent retching, his whole 
body heaving. 

I waited until he stopped. Then I called out, 
“Does this mean we're getting a new car?” 


I was already awake and dressed when the 
Sunday newspaper arrived the next morning. I 
lugged it inside and tossed aside all the sections 
until I found the car ads. 

Then I spread the section out on the living room 
floor and began circling the ads that looked good. 
When Dad finally came down for breakfast at 
eight-thirty, still in his pajamas, I was ready for 
him. 

“Check out this one,” I said, shoving the paper 
in his face. 

He blinked and brushed a tangle of dark hair 
from over his eye. “Mitchell —I’m still asleep.” 
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He groaned and rubbed his shoulder. “I’m a little 
sore, from the accident, I guess. How about you?” 

“T’'m fine. Check out this ad,” I replied impa- 
tiently. 

“Can’t I have a cup of coffee first?” he groaned. 
“I can’t focus. Really.” 

“Okay. I'll read it to you,” I said. 

I read him the ad: “One owner, new model sports 
sedan. Perfect condition. V-8, white leather inte- 
rior, all safety features. Owner must sell. Name 
your own price.” 

Dad squinted at me, rubbing his stubbly face. 
“What was that last line?” 

“Name your own price,” I repeated. 

“That has to be a come-on,” he muttered. 

“Can we go see it?” I cried. “There’s a phone 
number and an address here. It’s on Wilbourne 
Street.” 

“In the valley. On the other side of town,” Dad 

said. 
“What are you two talking about?” Mom ap- 
peared at the top of the stairs. She tied the belt on 
her robe. “Mitchell, what are you doing up so 
early? Did you forget this is Sunday?” 

“Dad and I are going to look at a car,” I replied, 
grinning. “Right, Dad?” 


After breakfast, Dad and I started down the 
hill toward town. Todd wanted to come too, but 
he has karate lessons on Sunday. 
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Dad was driving a white Ford Taurus he rented 
after the accident. “I kind of like this car,” he said, 
smiling. “Good family car.” 

“But, Dad,” I protested. “The car we’re going to 
see sounds so cool.” 

The sun poked out between white snakes of 
clouds, sending streaks of light over the tall trees 
that lined the road. We made our way easily down 
to the valley this time and drove through town 
with only a few stops at traffic lights. 

Town was nearly empty. Most of the stores are 
closed on Sunday morning. The only sign of life 
was the huge field behind the middle school where 
the soccer league games were under way, with 
hundreds of screaming kids, coaches, and parents. 

“What was the address again?” Dad asked, 
slowing to pass three helmeted teenagers on bikes. 

I pulled the ad from my pocket and read him the 
address again. 

“It should be a few blocks from here,” Dad said, 
turning onto a block of square white-shingled 
houses. “Now, listen, Mitchell. I have to warn you. 
We're just going to look at this car. I’m not going 
to whip out my checkbook and buy it on the spot. 
Do you understand?” 

“But what if it’s great?” I demanded. “What if 
it’s totally perfect?” 

“Listen to me,” Dad said, slowing the car, 
squinting at the numbers on the mailboxes. “Read 
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my lips, Mitchell. We’re not buying today. We’re 
only looking.” 

“But if it’s the most awesome car we've ever 
seen?” I insisted. 

He didn’t reply. 

He turned into a gravel driveway beside a 
small, square, white frame house. “This is it,” he 
murmured. “The car must be in the garage in 
back.” A garage, just a little smaller than the 
house, stood at the end of the driveway. 

We made our way to the front stoop. The door 
was open. Dad knocked on the glass storm door. 

I heard footsteps inside. A few seconds later, a 
tall, thin man wearing denim overalls and a red- 
and-black flannel shirt pushed open the storm 
door. He tilted his head and stared at us with tiny, 
round blue eyes. 

He reminded me of an eagle or maybe a buz- 
zard, with intense eyes, a broad forehead, and a 
long, crooked beak of a nose over a tiny O of a 
mouth. He kept those blue bird-eyes trained on us 
for the longest time. 

Dad finally broke the silence. “Mr. Douglas? We 
called earlier. About the car?” 

Mr. Douglas tilted his head the other way. He 
nodded and cleared his throat. “It’s around back. 
In the garage.” 

The aroma of frying bacon floated out from the 
house. I tried to see inside, but Mr. Douglas 
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blocked the way. He stepped out onto the stoop 
and closed the storm door behind him. 

“Nice morning,” he muttered, scratching his 
head of stringy brown hair as he stepped past us 
and started toward the garage. 

“Yes. After all the rain,” Dad replied. “This is 
Mitchell. He spotted your ad in the paper and —” 

Mr. Douglas stopped in the driveway and 
turned to me. “Mitchell? You like cars?” 

I nodded. “Yes. I like sports cars and vintage 
ears. I build models,” I said. 

He nodded. “Well . . . I think you'll like this car a 
lot, Mitchell.” 

We followed him along the driveway, our shoes 
crunching over the gravel. He stopped a few feet 
from the garage and began fumbling in his over- 
alls pocket. 

I let out a gasp and turned to Dad. 

“The garage door,” I murmured. “Why is it cov- 
ered with padlocks?” 
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s 6 he padlocks?” Mr. Douglas nar- 


rowed his bird-eyes at me. 

I could feel myself blushing. I didn’t mean for 
him to hear me. 

“I have to keep the car locked up,” he said, 
pulling a ring of keys from his pocket. “It’s a pretty 
bad neighborhood. One of my neighbors had a car 
stolen just last week.” 

But so many padlocks? I thought. I counted six 
of them on the garage door. 

It took him forever to find the right keys for the 
right locks and unlock them all. By the time he slid 
open the garage door, my heart was pounding with 
excitement. 

As the door moved up, sunlight rolled over the 
ear. The chrome bumper glowed like gold, reflect- 
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ing the sun. The curved trunk shimmered, silvery 
in the spreading light. 

“Wow!” I exclaimed. 

Even from behind, the car was incredible! 

“Tt has sports car designing,” Mr. Douglas said, 
watching my reaction. “But it seats four.” 

“There are four in my family!” I declared. 

The padlock keys jangled in Mr. Douglas’s hand. 
He slid them back into his overalls pocket. “As you 
can see, there isn’t a scratch on it,” he told Dad. 
“And it has less than ten thousand miles. It’s hardly 
been driven.” 

“It’s incredible!” I exclaimed. 

Dad frowned at me. “Easy, Mitchell,” he 
warned. 

Dad and I circled the car. I ran my hand over the 
smooth fenders. The car was all blue with a white 
leather interior. It was built low to the ground and 
looked as if it was speeding at ninety miles per 
hour even standing still! 

It reminded me a lot of the new Corvette. It had 
the same sleek design, except it had a backseat. 

“Wow!” I exclaimed again, peering in at all the 
dials and controls. 

Dad chuckled. “I think Mitchell approves,” he 
told Mr. Douglas. 

Mr. Douglas swept a hand back through his 
stringy hair. His small mouth remained set in a 
tight O. He didn’t smile. His eyes stayed on the 
car. 
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Dad stepped out of the garage. “Is there any- 
thing wrong with it?” he asked Mr. Douglas. “Why 
do you want to sell it?” 

“Wrong with it?” Mr. Douglas tilted his head, 
his eyes thoughtful. “No. Nothing wrong with it. 
I... Ihave no use for it. That's all.” 

He turned away. I saw his hands tremble for 
just a second. He quickly shoved them into his 
overalls pockets. 

Dad squatted down and examined the tires. 
“Like new,” he murmured. He ran his hand over 
the silvery wheel cover. 

“Want to take a test drive?” Mr. Douglas of- 
fered. 

“Yes!” I cried. 

Dad frowned at me again. He turned to Mr. 
Douglas. “Yes. Why don’t you show us how it 
drives.” 

“Oh, no!” Mr. Douglas declared. He took a step 
back. 

Why does he look frightened? I wondered. 

He cleared his throat and began fumbling once 
again in his pockets. “No. I mean...uh...it 
would be better if you took the car out yourself.” 

He pulled the car keys out and shoved them at 
my dad. I saw that his hand was shaking. “Okay? 
1... I'll stay here. You give the car a try.” 

Dad squinted at him. “You sure you don’t want 
to come along and show it off for us?” 

Mr. Douglas pushed the keys into Dad’s hand. 
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“No. I...have some things to do around here. 
Uh... I haven’t quite finished breakfast.” 

“Oh. I’m really sorry,” Dad replied. “We didn’t 
mean to interrupt. .. .” 

“Take the car for a spin. Go ahead,” Mr. Douglas 
insisted. “Just back it straight out of the garage. 
I'll wait here. When you return, we can talk about 
price. I... I know you're going to want it. It’s a 
wonderful car.” 

He turned and hurried to his house, taking long 
strides. 

Dad and I watched him until he disappeared in- 
side. “Weird,” I muttered. 

I opened the passenger door and lowered my- 
self onto the soft leather seat. “Mmmmmm. Feels 
so good.” 

Dad slid behind the wheel. He adjusted his seat, 
then the mirror. 

“Why does that man look so frightened?” I 
asked. 

Dad shrugged. “Beats me.” He pulled the seat 
belt over his shoulder. “I don’t know what his 
problem is. But okay. Fine. We'll check out the car 
without him. What could happen?” 

He slid the key into the ignition and turned it. 


he car started right up. The engine 
hummed. 

Dad lowered his foot on the gas pedal. The hum 
became a steady roar. 

“Sounds good,” Dad said. “Very clean.” He 
grabbed the gearshift in his right hand and eased 
it into reverse. The car rolled out of the garage 
and down the gravel driveway. 

I could see Mr. Douglas watching us from his 
front window. He gazed out at us with his hands in 
his pockets, standing still as a statue. 

Dad shifted into drive, and we drove off. He 
turned at the corner, sped up, slowed down again, 
testing the brakes, then made a sharp right turn. 

“It handles wonderfully,” he commented. “This 
car practically drives itself.” 

“Let’s buy it!” I cried. 
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I pushed open the car door, climbed out, and 
nearly bumped into Mr. Douglas. “Oh. Sorry,” I 
murmured. 

He gazed at me with those pale blue bird-eyes 
but didn’t say anything. He pulled a white hand- 
kerchief from his back pocket and mopped his 
forehead. 

Why is he sweating? I wondered. It’s cold out 
today. I can see my breath. 

“You're back,” he said finally, studying Dad. 

Why does he appear so relieved to see us? I 
asked myself. Didn’t he think we were coming 
back? 

“Nice car,” Dad said, patting the shiny blue roof. 
“Handles really well.” 

Mr. Douglas nodded. “You liked it? Good family 
car, right? Does your wife drive?” 

“Yes,” Dad replied. “I think she —” 

“T can drive in four years!” I interrupted. “If I 
take drivers’ ed. in school. I already know how. 
Dad let me take the wheel once when we were out 
in the desert in Arizona.” 

I expected Mr. Douglas to smile at that. But to 
my surprise, his chin quivered, and I saw tears 
form in his eyes. 

He turned away and blew his nose into the 
handkerchief. “Must be getting a cold,” he mut- 
tered. 

“Well, I like the car,” Dad said, scratching his 
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thick, dark hair. “But we're looking for something 
a little less —” 

“T'll give you a really good price,” Mr. Douglas 
interrupted. He narrowed his eyes at the car and 
set his jaw in a cold scowl. “I really have to get rid 
of it.” 

His expression sent a chill down my spine. 

Dad backed away from the car, shaking his 
head. “I don’t think —” 

“Would five thousand be too much?” Mr. Douglas 
asked. 

Dad swallowed hard. “Five thousand? You 
mean as a down payment?” 

“No, Five thousand total,’ Mr. Douglas replied. 
“It’s a used car. Even though it’s in perfect shape, 
I know I can’t get full price for it. I'll sell it to you 
for five thousand.” 

“Dad —” I whispered, tugging his sleeve. “Do 
it!” 

I wanted to cheer at the top of my lungs, pump 
my fists over my head, leap into the air. 

Somehow I managed to stay on the ground. 

“Well...” Dad rubbed his chin as if he was 
thinking it over. But I could see his eyes flashing 
excitedly. I knew he was going to say yes! 

“Are you sure there isn’t anything wrong with 
it, Mr. Douglas?” he asked. 

“Wrong with it?” Mr. Douglas tilted his head 
thoughtfully. “No. Nothing wrong with it. Nothing 
wrong with it at all.” 
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But then his eyes clouded over. And his face 
darkened, as if a shadow had fallen over it. “But if 
you buy it,” he said softly, “I have to ask you to do 
one thing.” 

“One thing?” Dad asked. “What is it?” 


r. Douglas lowered his eyes to the 
car. “You have to drive it away imme- 
diately,” he said. “You have to take it away today.” 

Dad and I exchanged glances. 

This is one weird dude, 1 thought. I could see 
that Dad agreed. 

“T have the registration and the bill of sale,” Mr. 
Douglas said, nodding toward his house. “It’s all 
ready. If you have your checkbook, I could bring it 
out and sign the car over to you.” 

“Uh... well...” Dad hesitated. He stared hard 
at me, then at the car. “Okay, Mr. Douglas. It’s a 
deal.” 

“Yaaaaay!” I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I let 
out a long cheer and jumped for joy. 

Dad started to follow Mr. Douglas to the house, 
but the man waved Dad back. “I'll bring it out. No 
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need to come inside.” He disappeared into the 
house. The storm door slammed behind him. 

“What a strange man,” Dad murmured. “Why 
doesn’t he want us to come inside?” 

I was so excited, I felt about to burst. “Dad! It’s 
ours! The car is ours! It — it’s so totally awesome!” 

I couldn’t stay on the ground. I had to do some- 
thing before I exploded! 

I raised both hands above my head — and did a 
double cartwheel across the grass. But I mis- 
judged the second cartwheel — pushed off a little 
too hard — and landed flat on my back. 

“Ow!” I started laughing. I couldn’t stop. I just 
sprawled on my back in the grass and laughed. 

Dad laughed too. “I’m excited,” he confessed. 
“But I don’t think I'll try any cartwheels.” 

He raced over and pulled me to my feet. “I think 
we made a really good deal, Mitchell,” he said, 
grinning happily. “A really good deal.” 


At dinner that night, I smeared spaghetti 
sauce all over my face and spilled my juice. I 
couldn’t help it. I was so excited about the car, I 
couldn’t control myself. 

“Dad, can we take a long drive after dinner?” I 
asked. 

“Wipe your face,” Mom replied. “Are you eating 
that spaghetti or wearing it?” 

“Can we?” I repeated, swiping the napkin over 
my cheeks and chin. 
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“Mitchell, we took a long ride this afternoon,” 
Dad said. “I have things I have to work on tonight. 
I know you love it, but we can’t spend our whole 
life in that car.” 

“Mitchell wants to live in the car!” Todd ex- 
claimed. Then he laughed his head off as if he’d 
made a really terrific joke. 

“Maybe I do want to live in the car!” I shot back, 
leaning across the table at him. “So what?” 

Todd grinned. “Where would you go to the bath- 
room?” 

Dad laughed. 

“That's not funny,” Mom snapped. “Todd, we're 
at the dinner table, remember?” 

“How about a short ride,” I suggested. “Just 
down the hill to town and back?” 

“No. You have homework,” Mom replied sternly. 
“School tomorrow — remember?” 

I tore off half a roll and shoved it into my mouth. 

“We're all very excited about the new car,” Mom 
said, passing the spaghetti bowl to Dad. “But, re- 
member, we’re going to have the car for a long, 
long time. And there will be plenty of time to ride 
in it.” 

“How about if I just sit in it?” I cried. “I just 
want to sit behind the wheel and maybe play the 
radio and try the headlights. Okay?” 

“Not okay,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Home- 
work. No car. No more.” 

I knew better than to argue. When Mom starts 
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talking in very short sentences, she means busi- 
ness. 

The others kept talking as we finished dinner, 

but I didn’t hear them. I kept thinking about the 
new car. About its silvery-blue exterior. The soft 
leather seats. The gentle, steady hum of its en- 
gine... 
Later, I tried to do some homework. But I kept 
jumping up and going to my bedroom window, 
leaning out to peer down at the car. Dad had 
parked it in the driveway, and I could see it clearly 
since my room faces the front. 

A streetlight sent a rectangle of yellow light 
over the car, making the chrome bumpers sparkle 
and the sleek blue body glow softly like moonlight. 

I couldn’t resist. 

I had to go sit in the car. 

I crept out into the hallway. I made sure Todd 
wasn’t around. The little snitch would tell Mom 
and Dad. 

I could hear music and gunfire and explosions 
from his room down the hall. I guessed he was in 
there playing video games. 

I made my way silently down the stairs, leaning 
hard against the wall to keep the wooden steps 
from creaking. I could hear Mom talking on the 
phone from the den. 

I stopped at the bottom of the stairs. Where was 
Dad? 

“Ow!” I heard his angry cry from the back hall. 
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I twisted around until I glimpsed him, on his knees 
on the floor, tools spread around. 

He had an electrical cord raised in one hand. I 
guessed it was the cord he’d been working on be- 
fore. 

I heard a loud crackling sound. “Ow!” Dad cried 
out again. He dropped the cord and shook his hand 
furiously. 

The cord definitely was not fixed. 

Holding my breath, I turned and tiptoed to the 
front door. A few seconds later, I was outside. My 
sweatshirt fluttered in a strong, cold wind. A pale 
sliver of a moon faded behind wisps of black 
clouds. 

I shivered. Too late to go back for a coat. I'll be 
warm inside the car. 

I jogged along the walk to the driveway. The car 
shimmered in the light from the street lamp. 

I stepped around to the driver’s side and 
grabbed the chrome handle. 

“Go ahead,” a voice whispered. “Climb in.” 


be uh? Who said that?” I called out 
in a choked whisper. 


I spun around. “Who's there? Todd?” 

No. No one behind me. No one in the driveway. 

I hurried around to the passenger side. No one 
hiding on the other side of the car. 

As I made my way back to the driver's door, I 
heard the whispered voice again: “Come in. Let's 
go.” 

I hesitated with my hand on the door handle. I 
lowered my head and peered into the front seat. 

“Is someone in there?” 

No one. 

Just my imagination, I thought. 

I pulled open the door. It slid open so easily, I 
barely had to tug it. The ceiling light came on, mak- 
ing the creamy white seats glow. 
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I lowered myself behind the wheel and quickly 
pulled the door closed. I didn’t want the ceiling 
light on. I didn’t want anyone to see me from the 
house. 

I settled into the seat and ran my hands over 
the steering wheel. Smooth and cool. 

I gripped the gearshift at my side. I shifted 
from park to neutral, then back to park. 

I leaned over the wheel and pretended to drive. 
I pushed down the turn signals. I shifted gears 
again. 

I’m a race car driver, I decided. Coming around 
the far turn. Passing the pack and moving into 
first. I lowered my foot on the gas pedal. 

Gun it, Mitchell. Gun it. 

Take off! 

I shifted again. Spun the wheel. 

I'm going into a hairpin turn. Skidding. Sliding 
out of control. 

Go with it! Go with it! 

I spun the wheel into the skid. Regained con- 
trol. Roared down the straightaway. I could see 
them waving the green flag, waving me in. 

Victory! 

The roar of the other engines, the cheers of the 
crowd — deafening. I decided to take the car 
around one more time in a victory lap. 

I hit the brake when the porch light flashed on. 

I gasped and grabbed the wheel tightly. I stared 
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out the windshield at the cone of bright light that 
washed over the front stoop. 

Who turned on the porch light? Mom? Dad? 
Were they going to come looking for me? 

I'd better get out of the car, I decided. 

I grabbed the door handle and tugged. 

The door didn’t open. 

I tugged the handle again and leaned my shoul- 
der against the car door. 

No. It didn’t budge. 

Locked. The door must have locked, I realized. 

I twisted around and searched for the little 
knob that unlocked the door. 

No knob. 

I slid my hand along the door, searching for the 
lock control. 

How did I lock the doors? Do they lock auto- 
matically? 

I couldn't find anything to unlock the door. I 
grabbed the handle again. Tried pushing it down. 
But it didn’t go that way. 

I yanked the handle up. Yanked it hard this 
time. And shoved all my weight against the door. 

No. No go. 

“Hey — how do I get out of here?” I cried out 
loud. 

I hit the window control. Pressed it, trying to 
lower the electric power windows. 

But they didn’t work with the engine turned off. 
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“Hey!” 

I tried the handle one more time. I pushed at 
the door. I slapped it with both hands. 

I’m locked in. Locked in. 

My heart pounding, I fumbled for a lock control 
again. 

I stopped when I heard the laughter. 

Soft, high laughter. A girl’s laughter. 

“Hey — who's there?” I called breathlessly. 

The laughing continued, soft but cold. 

“Who's laughing?” 

I turned my head to the driver’s window. Stared 
out into the darkness — and saw a face staring in 
at me. 


girl. 

She had wavy blond hair that caught 
the light from the street lamp. Dark, catlike eyes. 
She stared in at me as if I were a Martian! 

“Pull the door!” I instructed, motioning franti- 
cally to the outside handle. “It’s stuck!” 

She nodded and grabbed the handle. 

The car door swung open. 

She took a step back as I leaped out of the car, 
breathing hard. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. She had a low, whis- 
pery voice. “What were you doing in there?” 

“The ...the lock was stuck,” I stammered. I 
brushed a strand of hair from over my eye and 
studied her. 

She wore a blue down vest, open over a dark, V- 
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neck sweater. Her straight-legged jeans were 
torn at one knee. When she brushed back her 
shoulder-length hair, I saw that she had three dif- 
ferent earrings jangling from each ear. 

“It’s a new car,” I explained. “I mean, we just 
bought it this morning.” 

She nodded. A smile spread over her face, re- 
vealing a dimple in each cheek. 

She’s really great-looking, I decided. She looks 
like a model or a TV star. 

“You were trying it out?” she asked in that soft, 
purring voice. 

I nodded. “Yeah. I .. . like cars.” 

She rested her hand on the fender. Her nails 
were shiny blue, and she had two or three rings on 
each finger. 

“IT saw you were having trouble,” she said. “It’s 
a good thing I came by, huh?” 

“For sure,” I agreed. “Thanks.” And then I 
added, “Who are you?” 

For some reason, my question made her 
laugh. “My name is Marissa Meddin,” she an- 
nounced. 

I told her my name. 

“This is my new neighborhood,” she said, sliding 
her hand back and forth over the car fender as if 
petting it. “I was taking a walk. You know. Check- 
ing it out.” 

“You just moved here?” I asked. Stupid ques- 
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tion. She already told me it was her new neighbor- 
hood. “Which house?” 

She pointed with her head. Toward the old 
Faulkner house just past the corner. 

That old dump? I thought. No one has lived in 
that house for years. 

“Are you going to go to Forrest Valley Middle 
School in town?” I asked. 

“Probably,” she replied, making a sour face. “I 
don’t know yet. I hate transferring to a new school 
after the year has already started.” 

“Where did you live before?” I asked. 

“Somewhere else,” she replied, and giggled. 

“No. Really,” I insisted. “Did you move —” 

I stopped and uttered a startled cry as someone 
bumped me from behind. 

I spun around. “Todd!” 

He grinned up at me. 

“What are you doing out here?” I demanded. 

“What are you doing out here?” he mimicked. 
“You sneaked out — didn’t you, Mitchell! To sit in 
the car. I’m telling. I’m telling right now!” 

“No — wait!” I cried. 

“T’m telling — unless I can sit in the driver’s 
seat for a while,” Todd declared. He made a move 
toward the car, but I pulled him back. 

“No way,” I told him. “Stay away from the new 
ear. You'll get us both in major trouble.” 

“Then I’m telling!” he whined. 
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I held him by his skinny shoulders. “Listen to 
me, Todd. You can’t sit in the car. The car doors are 
sticking. They —” 

“Liar!” he cried. 

“No. Really,” I insisted. “I was locked in. If 
Marissa hadn’t opened the door, I would have been 
locked inside all night.” 

“Who?” Todd demanded. 

“Marissa,” I told him. 

I whirled around. “Marissa?” 

She had vanished. 

Todd gave me a hard shove. “Liar!” he growled. 

“Shhhh. Quiet!” I cried, raising a finger to my 
lips. I glanced toward the doorway. “We’re sup- 
posed to be inside. We don’t want Mom and Dad to 
catch us out here.” 

Todd crossed his arms over the front of his fake 
leather bomber jacket. “When do I get to sit in the 
car?” 

“Tomorrow. I promise,” I whispered. “Now, 
come on.” 

I took his hand and led him to the front stoop. I 
pushed open the front door and cautiously peered 
inside. 

No sign of Mom or Dad. 

I could hear voices on the TV from the den. 

“Hurry,” I whispered. 

We crept inside, and I carefully closed the door 
behind us. I motioned to the stairs across the hall. 
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We were almost there when I heard the loud cry 
from the back hallway. 

I rushed forward in time to see a blinding flash 
of white light. 

And an eerie figure inside the light, staggering 
toward us, trembling arms raised high. 

“That's it!” Todd wailed. “That’s the ghost!” 
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3 ry hoooooaaah!” 
Surrounded by crackling 


white light, the figure uttered a terrifying moan as 
it staggered toward us. 

“Todd — it’s not a ghost!” I shrieked. “It’s 
Dad!” 

Dad gripped the electrical cord in one hand. His 
arms shot up and down. His hair stood straight up 
on his head. 

“He’s being electrocuted!” I screamed. 

I dove down the hall. I spotted a pair of his rub- 
ber work gloves on the floor beside him. 

The white burst of electricity sizzled and 
jumped around him. 

I grabbed one of the gloves and frantically 
pulled it onto my hand. Then I leaped to the wall. 
Found the end of the cord. 
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Ripped the plug out. 

Silence. And then a heavy THUD as Dad 
dropped to the floor. 

He groaned. 

I spun around. He sank to his hands and knees. 
His hair still stood straight up. His face was 
tomato-red. His lips were purple. 

“Dad!” I gasped. I tossed the rubber glove away 
and stumbled over to him. 

Todd had his face covered with both hands. His 
entire body shuddered. 

Dad’s eyes bulged. He opened his mouth to 
speak, but only a few weak grunts came out. 
“Unh...unh...” 

“Dad? Are you okay?” 

The air smelled smoky, as if there had been a 
fire. 
I heard rapid footsteps. Mom burst into the hall. 
Her mouth dropped open as she spotted Dad on all 
fours. “Huh? Oh, my goodness! What happened?” 

Dad took a deep breath. He pulled himself up to 
a sitting position and shrugged. “Guess this cord 
isn’t quite fixed,” he said softly. 


That night, I dreamed about the new car. 

At first, I saw it surrounded in the glow of 
crackling electricity. I stood outside it. Reached 
out for the door handle. 

But a hard jolt of electricity sent me staggering 
back. 
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I tried again. Slowly, slowly, reached out my 
hand to the chrome handle. 

And again, a sizzling shock made me reel back- 
wards. Pain shot through my hand, my arm, my 
whole body. 

I woke up. 

I was lying on my side, my arm buried beneath 
me. It tingled and ached. My arm had fallen 
asleep. 

I rolled onto my back and shook it until the tin- 
gling stopped. It didn’t take long to fall back to 
sleep. 

I dreamed again about the car. 

This time, I sat behind the wheel. At first, I 
thought the car was flying. It glided along so 
smoothly. 

But then I saw dark trees rushing by. 

I leaned over the wheel, gazing into the twin 
white beams from the headlights, guiding the car 
easily. I lowered my foot to the gas pedal. 

With a soft hum, the car sped up. The trees 
whirred past on both sides. 

The headlights cut through the darkness. I 
moved the wheel between my hands, following the 
gentle curve of the road. 

Faster. 

The engine hum grew to a low roar. 

The passing trees became a blur of black against 
the gray sky. 


The steering wheel bounced in my hands. I 
gripped it tighter. 

I raised my foot from the gas pedal. 

But the car sped up. 

Faster. Faster now. 

The road swept right, then sharply left. I spun 
the wheel, frantically trying to stay on the pave- 
ment. 

Faster. 

I could see only whirring darkness now. The 
trees, the sky, the black road ahead — all melted 
into a shadow that I was diving through. Plunging 
faster, faster. 

And then a blinding white light made me pull 
one hand off the bouncing wheel to shield my eyes. 

Headlights. 

A car roaring toward me — on my side of the 
street! 

And behind the wheel of the other car — Marissa. 
I could see her so clearly. See her blond hair 
bouncing behind her. See the strange grin on her 
face. 

“Marissa — no! No!” 

I spun the wheel. Desperately struggled to pull 
away. 

But she was coming right at me. 

“Marissa — no!” I shrieked at the top of my 
lungs. “We're going to crash!” 
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woke up drenched in sweat. 

My blanket and sheet were tangled 
around my legs. My pajama shirt was twisted 
around my neck, choking me. 

I sat up shakily. 

The white light of the headlights lingered in my 
eyes. I blinked several times, trying to blink the 
light away. 

Finally, the dream faded. I gazed into orange 
morning sunlight streaming through my window. 

“Whoa,” I murmured, shaking my head. “What 
a dream.” 

Wiping the cold sweat off the back of my neck, I 
climbed out of bed. My legs felt shaky and weak. 
“What a dream,” I repeated. 

At breakfast a few minutes later, I described 
the dream to Todd. I had to tell someone about it. 
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“Who is Marissa?” he asked, chewing a mouth- 
ful of Frosted Flakes. 

“I told you,” I snapped. “The girl who let me out 
of the car last night.” 

“T didn’t see any girl,” he said. He had milk run- 
ning down his chin. 

“So?” I replied. 

He dropped his spoon into the cereal bow] and 
narrowed his eyes at me. “Do dreams ever come 
true?” he asked. 

“I guess,” I replied. I tilted my glass over my 
mouth and downed the rest of my orange juice. No 
pulp. The kind I like. 

“You mean that dream could come true?” 

“No way,” I told him. “How could it? I’m not old 
enough to drive, remember?” 

“Maybe it was a warning,” Todd murmured, 
spooning up some more cereal. 

“Huh? What kind of warning?” I demanded. I 
was sorry I told him about the dream. I could see 
it upset him. 

He shrugged. More milk dribbled down his chin. 

“Why can’t you work a spoon?” I sneered. “It 
really isn’t that hard. Or do you have a hole in your 
chin?” 

I laughed. 

He opened his mouth wide and stuck out his 
tongue so I could see the clump of chewed-up ce- 
real inside. 

He's so gross. 
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“What happens if you die in a dream?” he asked. 

His question caught me by surprise. I just 
stared across the table at him, trying to figure out 
what he meant. 

“What if your car crashed in the dream? What if 
you and this girl really smashed into each other, 
and you died? Would you die in real life?” 

“Huh?” I frowned at him. “No. I don’t think so. 
It’s just a dream — right? You can’t die from a 
dream. At least, I don’t think you can.” 

I jumped up from the table. “Todd, I’m sorry,” I 
said. “Don’t be upset. I shouldn’t have told you 
about it, It was just a stupid dream, okay?” 

“Okay,” he murmured softly. But I could see he 
was thinking hard. 

“Almost time to leave,” I said, glancing at the 
kitchen clock. “Do you have your shoes on?” 

He never has his shoes on. I always have to wait 
for him. 

Todd’s frightened questions repeated in my 
mind. What if the dream was a warning? What if 
you crashed? 

I thought about the new car. I’d been awake for 
nearly an hour, and I hadn't even looked at it yet! 

I hurried to the front window. Peered out into 
the bright morning sunlight — and gasped. 

The car was gone. 





bp itchell, what’s wrong?” 
Mom hurried into the liv- 


ing room, buttoning her coat. 

“The car —” I choked out, pointing to the drive- 
way. 

“Your father took it this morning. He had an 
early meeting,” Mom reported. “Mrs. O’Connor is 
going to give us all a lift.” 

I breathed a sigh of relief. But I still felt disap- 
pointed. 

After my scary dream, I wanted to see the car 
and make sure it was okay. And I wanted to ride in 
it to school and show it off to my friends. 

I thought about the car all day. I don’t think I 
heard a word Miss Grimm, my teacher, said. 

Just before the final bell rang, I looked up from 
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my seat to see Miss Grimm frowning down at me. 
She had her arms crossed tightly in front of her 
and was tapping one shoe against the floor. 

“Mitchell — can you explain that?” she asked. 
She pointed down to the paper in front of me. 

“Huh?” I glanced down at my history notes. 
And uttered a cry of surprise. 

No notes. No words at all. 

Instead, I had drawn the new car. I had drawn it 
over and over, at least twenty times — without 
even realizing it. 

How did this happen? I wondered. 

How could my hand draw these sketches com- 
pletely on its own? 


“Please, Dad — just a short ride! Please?” 

I didn’t like to beg. But he had already refused 
three or four times. So what choice did I have? 

“Can’t we finish our dinner in peace?” Mom 
groaned. She slammed her fork and knife onto the 
table. 

“I don’t really want to take you for a ride 
tonight, Mitchell,” Dad said patiently. “It’s going 
to rain and —” 

“And Todd is running a little fever,’ Mom 
added. 

“So he can stay home,” I said. 

“I have to stay home with him,” Mom replied. 
“So —?? 

“So, it’s just you and me, Dad!” I cried. “How 
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about it? Just to town and back? Maybe we could 
pick up some aspirin for Todd or something.” 

Dad laughed. “Todd doesn’t need aspirin.” He 
dabbed the napkin over his mouth. “But we do 
need milk,” he added. 

“And ice cream,” Todd added hoarsely. “Ice 
cream for my sore throat.” 

“Okay, okay.” Dad stood up, pushed his chair 
back, and stretched. “Mitchell and I are taking a 
short ride in the new car to town.” 

“YAAAAAY!” I cheered, shooting my fists into 
the air. I gulped down the rest of my milk and ran 
to get my jacket. 


Dark clouds hung low in the sky, blocking the 
moon and stars. A low fog clung to the ground as 
Dad followed the curving road down the hill to- 
ward town. A few raindrops splashed the wind- 
shield. 

“Look, Mitchell.” Dad took his right hand off the 
wheel and steered with two fingers of his left 
hand. “The power steering is so delicate on this 
car, you barely have to touch the wheel to have 
total control.” 

“Awesome,” I murmured. “It’s a great car, isn’t 
it, Dad?” 

He nodded, a smile spreading over his face. 
“Yes. Great. And a real bargain!” 

We didn’t have any trouble until the trip back 
from town. 
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The rain started pounding down really hard. 
Sheets of rain thundered over the windshield, 
blurring the light from the headlights, making it 
impossible to see. 

“It’s like driving underwater,” Dad muttered, 
slowing the car. Leaning over the wheel, he 
steered with his left hand. His right hand fumbled 
over the dashboard. 

“I can’t find the wipers,” he scowled. “Do you 
see the wiper control?” 

I leaned forward as far as the seat belt would 
allow me. I squinted at the dashboard. Radio... 
heater -. . flash signal . . . 

“No. I don’t see it, Dad.” 

Dad uttered a frustrated sigh. He pulled the car 
to the side of the road. 

Rain washed over the car like ocean waves, one 
wave right after another. 

“Quick — open the glove compartment,” Dad 
ordered. “Find the manual. It will tell us where to 
find the wiper control. Hurry.” 

He continued to search the dashboard. “Where 
is it? Where is the stupid knob?” 

Dad hates things like this. He always loses it in 
an emergency. 

“T’ll find it,” I assured him. I pulled down the lid 
to the glove compartment. A tiny light flashed on. 

I lowered my head and peered inside. 

“Hey —” I cried out in surprise. No car manual 
in there. Nothing. Empty. 
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Except for a torn scrap of white paper. 

“What is it?” Dad demanded, still searching the 
dashboard. 

I pulled the scrap of paper from the glove com- 
partment and, holding it in the dim light, read the 
scrawled words. 

‘Two words: I’M EVIL. 
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I read the words to Dad. 

“What kind of stupid joke is that?” he growled. 

Rain pelted the car. A heavy, dark wave washed 
over us. The car rocked under the weight of it. 

Dad let out a cry. I heard a scraping sound and 
saw the wiper blades begin to slide over the wind- 
shield. Beyond the windshield, I could see the yel- 
low blur of our headlights. 

“I found it!” Dad exclaimed. “Stupid control is 
on the steering wheel shaft.” 

The wipers slid slowly up, then back, clearing 
the glass for only a second before the rain covered 
it again. 

We waited by the side of the road for a while, lis- 
tening to the steady roar of the rain, watching the 
wipers push the water away. Finally, the rain 
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slowed enough to see clearly. Dad shifted into 
drive and guided the car back onto the road. 

“Some storm,” he muttered as we followed the 
curving road up the hill toward home. 

“Yeah. Some storm,” I repeated. 

But I wasn’t thinking about the rain. I held the 
scrap of paper in my hand and stared down at it 
the whole way back. 

I'M EVIL. 

Why would someone write that? Why was it left 
in our glove compartment? 


My friends Allan and Steve dropped by the 
next night after dinner. I was in my room sketch- 
ing the new car. I planned to design my own 
model of it and then build it. 

“Bet you ten bucks Mitchell is drawing a car,” I 
heard Allan say from out in the hall. 

“No bet,” Steve replied. “That’s a sucker bet.” 

They were always betting each other on every- 
thing. 

They burst into the room and laughed when 
they saw me hunched over my drawing. 

They’re both big guys, taller than me and 
athletic-looking, with broad necks like football 
players. Allan has curly red hair and a lot of freck- 
les. Mom says he looks like the all-American boy, 
whatever that means. 

Steve has black hair, shaved really short, and 
wears a silver ring in one ear. 
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“What are you guys doing here?” I asked, set- 
ting down my pen. 

“You've been talking nonstop about your awe- 
some new car,” Allan replied. “So we came to 
check it out.” 

Steve grinned. “You have the keys, Mitchell? 
You want to take us for a ride?” 

“Ha-ha,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You're a riot.” 

“You told us your dad let you drive,” Steve in- 
sisted, picking up my car drawing and studying it. 

“Yeah, last summer. But that was way out in the 
desert in Arizona, and there wasn’t another car 
around for a hundred miles,” I replied. 

He set the drawing back on the desk and pulled 
my arm. “Come on. Show us the car.” 

I led the way to the stairs. Of course, we 
bumped into Todd. When my friends come over, 
Todd always manages to be around. 

“Where are you going?” he demanded, blocking 
the stairway. 

“To Brazil,” Allan joked. “Get out of the way, or 
we'll miss our plane.” 

“Take me with you,” Todd insisted, crossing his 
scrawny arms over his scrawny chest. 

“Why do you want to go to Brazil?” Allan asked 


“You’re not going to Brazil. You're going to 
check out the new car,” Todd replied. 

“Okay, okay, you can come.” I sighed. I knew if I 
didn’t agree, he’d come anyway. 


56 





I grabbed a jacket and we stepped outside. It 
was a cool, cloudy night. The ground was still wet 
from the heavy rains the night before. 

Allan and Steve ran past me to the car parked 
near the bottom of the driveway. Light from the 
street lamp poured over it, making the blue finish 
gleam. 

“Way cool!” Allan declared. 

Steve ran his hand over the hood, then bent 
down to examine the headlight covers. “It’s built 
so low,” he commented. “Like a race car.” 

“Tt sounds like a race car too,” I told him. “It has 
a V-8 that roars when you floor the gas.” 

“Cool,” he murmured. He stood up. “Can we get 
inside?” 

“Yeah. Why not?” I replied. 

I grabbed the handle on the driver’s side and 
pulled open the door. The memory of the lock 
sticking flashed into my mind. 

But it hadn’t happened again, so I didn’t worry 
about it. Dad probably had everything fixed at the 


garage. 

I slid behind the wheel. Allan climbed in beside 
me. Todd and Steve piled into the back. We closed 
all the doors. 

“Mmmm. Real leather seats,” Steve declared. 

“Crank up the radio,” Allan demanded. 

“I can’t,” I told him. “I didn’t bring the key.” 

“Well, go get it,” Allan insisted. 

“I don’t think Dad would like it,” I said. “He 
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says if you sit in a car with the radio on, it wears 
down the battery.” 

I heard the door locks click. 

The sound made me jump. 

I turned to Allan beside me. “Did you hit the 
lock control on your door?” 

He shook his head. “No way.” 

I shivered. 

“Hey — it’s getting cold in here!” Todd whined. 

He was right. 

I could see my breath steaming toward the 
windshield. I shivered again and zipped my jacket 
up all the way. 

I felt a wave of cold air sweep over me. And 
then another blast, even colder. 

“Hey, Mitchell, turn off the AC,” Steve called, 
leaning over the seat. “It’s freezing in here.” 

Shivering, I turned back to him. “The air- 
conditioning isn’t on. I told you, I don’t have the 
key.” 

“I’m f-f-freezing,” Todd stuttered. 

I stared at the windshield. The glass was icing 
up on the inside! 

It’s not a normal cold, I realized. It’s such a 
heavy, deep cold. Where is it coming from? 

“This is totally weird,” Allan murmured beside 
me. 

“I'm getting out,” Todd declared from behind 
me. “My face — it’s freezing off!” 
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I heard him tug the door handle. And then I 
heard him cry out. “Hey — it’s locked. Mitchell — 
unlock the door.” 

I tried my door. Locked. 

Once again, I searched for the lock control. 

“It’s s-so c-cold!” I heard Steve stammer. 
“Mitchell — come on. Open the doors.” 

“I’m trying,” I told him. My hand fumbled over 
the door controls searching for the right button. 

The air grew colder. I rubbed my nose and 
ears. They were numb. My nostrils hurt when I 
breathed in. 

So cold... 

My chest ached. It suddenly felt tight. I strug- 
gled to breathe, but it made my chest throb with 
pain. 

The cold is shutting off my air, I realized. Each 
breath made a high, wheezing sound. 

My chest throbbed. I couldn't stop shivering. 

I tried the door again. But my numb fingers 
wouldn’t bend. I couldn’t grab the handle. 

Frantic, choked with panic, I shoved my shoul- 
der against it. No. 

It wouldn’t budge. 

And then I heard laughter. Very faint. A girl’s 
laughter. Soft and . . . cruel. 

Mean laughter. 

The air grew even colder. I choked. Struggled to 
draw in a breath. But I couldn’t. 
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y door flew open. 

I toppled out. Shivering, my whole 
body shaking from the cold, I landed on my side on 
the driveway. 

And stared up at Marissa. 

Marissa pulled open a back door, and Todd and 
Steve burst out. Hugging themselves, they began 
hopping up and down, trying to warm up. A sec- 
ond later, Allan slid out through the open driver's 
door and joined them. 

I climbed to my feet, forcing myself to stop shiv- 
ering. The night air felt balmy and warm com- 
pared to the inside of the car. 

“What's going on?” Marissa asked, turning from 
me to the others. “What is wrong with you guys?” 

“F-f-freezing,” Steve choked out. 

“I’m going in,” Todd announced. “Got to get 
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warm!” He took off in a run and vanished into the 
house. 

Marissa eyed me. “Mitchell, were you locked in 
again?” 

“Yeah. We were locked in,” Steve growled, an- 
swering for me. “And the dumb cluck had the air 
conditioner on!” 

“I did not!” I cried. 

“Funny joke, Mitchell,” Allan muttered. “Real 
funny.” 

Steve gave me a shove. “You’ve got a weird 
sense of humor.” 

“Come on, guys —” I pleaded. “You've got to 
believe me. I didn’t —” 

But they took off, running along the street, to- 
ward their houses. 

I watched them until they disappeared into the 
next block. Then I turned back to Marissa. “Lucky 
you came along again,” I said. 

“Yeah. I guess so,” she replied, still studying 
me. “You really should get those doors fixed.” 

“I thought my dad had them fixed at the garage,” 
I told her. 

As I talked to Marissa, I was thinking about the 
laughter I’d heard inside the car. The girl’s soft, 
cruel laughter. 

Laughter as cold as the air in the car. 

“I’m afraid to tell Dad about the doors,” I said. 
“He might try to fix them himself.” I shook my 
head. “If he does, he’ll only make them worse.” 
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“But you can’t leave them like this,” she in- 
sisted, her eyes locked on mine. “It’s dangerous, 
Mitchell. It’s really dangerous.” 


It was nearly midnight, but I couldn’t get to 
sleep. 

Mom and Dad had gone to bed at eleven. The 
house was quiet and still. Gusts of wind rattled the 
old windowpanes in my bedroom window. 

In my pajamas, I leaned on the windowsill and 
gazed down at the car at the bottom of the drive- 
way. It suddenly looked to me like a leopard about 
to pounce. 

I felt a hand on my shoulder. 

I screamed — and spun around. 

“Todd — what are you doing in here? Why are 
you still up?” I demanded. 

He didn’t reply. In the light from the street, I 
could see his face, tight with fear. 

He stepped beside me and gazed down at the 
car. 
“It’s haunted,” Todd whispered. 
“What?” 

“The car is haunted,” he said. 
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groaned. “Todd — please don’t start with 
that ghost stuff again.” 

“It’s haunted,” he repeated, leaning on the win- 
dowsill and staring down at the car. His entire 
body shuddered. He turned to me. “I heard that 
girl laughing, Mitchell.” 

My mouth dropped open. “You heard it too?” 

He nodded. 

“It might have been Marissa from outside the 
car,” I said softly. 

“Maybe,” he replied. “But somebody locked 
those doors. Somebody locked us in and then made 
it cold.” 

“Todd —” 

“Tt was a ghost!” he declared, his voice trembling, 
his face so pale in the gray light from outside. “I 
know it was a ghost. The car is haunted, Mitchell.” 
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He was trembling. I put my hands gently on 
his shoulders. “That’s crazy, Todd,” I whispered. 
“You've got to stop imagining ghosts all the time.” 

“But — but —” he sputtered. 

“The car needs work, that’s all,” I assured him. 
“It’s a used car. It just needs a little work.” 

We talked a while longer. I think I calmed him 
down. He said good night and padded back to his 
room. 

I started to bed. Stopped halfway across the floor. 

Something pulled me back to the window. I had 
to see the car one more time. 

Heavy black clouds floated low over the hill. 
The moon and stars were covered behind a blan- 
ket of darkness. 

I peered down to the driveway — and gasped in 
surprise. 

The car was bathed in an eerie green glow. 

The pale green light circled the car, shimmered 
around it, growing brighter, brighter, then fading. 

Then brighter again. 

Pulsing. 

What is doing that? I wondered. I stared down 
through the window, my forehead pressing against 
the cold pane. 

Is Todd right? Is the car really haunted? 

I turned from the window and grabbed my 
clothes. 

I had to find out. 
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made my way down the stairs, carrying 
my shoes. If Mom and Dad heard the steps 
creaking, I’d be caught. And how could I explain 
why I was sneaking out in the middle of the night? 

I sat down in the hallway and pulled on my 
sneakers. I didn’t bother to tie them. I wanted to 
get out to the car before that strange green glow 
disappeared. 

I could hear the wind whistling through the liv- 
ing room windows. The old glass panes rattled. It 
sounded as if someone was shaking the house. 

No wonder poor Todd thought the place was 
haunted! 

Dad planned to replace the old window frames. 
But he hadn’t had time. When it got really windy, 
we had to wear sweaters or coats inside the house. 
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I pulled on my down jacket. The car keys rested 
on the little table beside the front door. I picked 
them up and tucked them into my coat pocket. 
Then I carefully slid the front door open and 
slipped outside. 

A strong blast of wind blew me back against the 
door. My hair fiew into my eyes. I fumbled with 
my jacket zipper and finally managed to zip it up 
to the collar. 

The night dew had frozen, leaving a thin layer of 
frost over the front lawn. Slipping and sliding, I 
jogged across the grass to the driveway. 

The car no longer glowed. 

It sat under the light from the street lamp, 
shimmering and still. I ran up to the driver's door, 
my breath rising in front of me in puffs of white 
steam. 

I peered into the frosted window. Dark inside 
the car. 

Dark and empty. 

Iran my hand over the roof. 

Why isn’t it glowing? I wondered. Was that 
some kind of optical illusion, a trick of the light 
from my upstairs window? 

I felt disappointed. 

The car held a mystery, and I wanted to solve it. 

But here I was, out in the cold, windy night, 
standing in the driveway, staring at an empty car. 

“Mitchell, you’re acting like a jerk,” I scolded 


67 


myself. Shaking my head, I turned and started 
trudging back to the house. 

I had walked only a step or two when I heard 
the soft voice: “Climb in. Come on — get in.” 

“Huh?” I let out a startled cry —and spun 
around so hard, my feet nearly slid out from under 
me on the frost-covered driveway. 

“Get in. Hurry. Climb in.” 

I moved back to the car, leaning into another 
strong blast of wind. “Who are you?” I called. 
“Where are you?” My muffled voice blew back in 
my face. 

Silence now. Except for the rush of wind 
through the nearly bare trees. Dead brown leaves 
swirled at my feet, spun around my legs as if try- 
ing to hold me back. 

But I grabbed the door handle. “Who are you?” 
I repeated. 

Cold fear made my whole body shudder. I knew 
I shouldn’t obey the voice. I knew I should stay 
out of the car. 

I remembered the locked doors, the frigid air, 
the cold, cruel laughter. 

But I had sneaked outside to solve the mystery. 
And I couldn’t solve it standing out here, shiver- 
ing, staring into an empty car. 

I pulled open the door and slid behind the wheel. 

The leather seat was so cold, it stung my skin 
through my clothes. My breath steamed the wind- 
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shield. I rubbed my hands over the cold, smooth 
steering wheel. 

“Are you in here?” I whispered, turning, search- 
ing around. “Is someone in here?” 

I listened for the girl’s soft voice. 

Silence. 

“Mitchell, you’re an idiot,” I murmured out loud. 

I was falling for my brother's stupid ghost talk. 
“Yeah, right,” I told myself, rolling my eyes. 
“You're sitting in a haunted car.” 

The furious wind sent a clump of dead leaves 
scuttling over the windshield. Startled, I raised 
my hands as if to shield myself. 

The leaves pressed flat against the glass as if 
pushing to get inside. Another wind gust carried 
them away. 

“Ts anyone in here?” I tried again. “Did someone 
call me?” 

Silence. 

Shivering, I shoved my hands into my coat 
pockets. And felt the car keys. 

I pulled them out and stared at them. Why did I 
bring them with me? Did I plan to start the car? 

No. Of course not. 

I picked them up because it’s the middle of the 
night and I am half asleep and not thinking clearly 
and going crazy because there’s something strange 
about this car that I can't figure out! 

I slipped the key into the ignition and turned it 
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one notch. It didn’t start the engine. You have to 
turn the key all the way to start the engine. 

“What am I doing?” I asked myself. 

I knew I shouldn’t be out here. I should be up in 
my bed, safe and warm and asleep. 

But I couldn’t stop myself. 

I had a terrifying feeling. A feeling that some 
strange, invisible force had pulled me into the car. 
Had forced me to slide the key into the ignition. 
Had forced me to turn the key. 

And then, I felt a rush of cold air as my hand 
shot out — and clicked on the radio. 

I expected a blast of music. But instead, I heard 
the crackle and whistle of static. 

I pushed a button. Then another. 

No. No music. 

Was the radio broken? 

I spun the volume knob, turned it all the way 
up. 

And the voice — the soft, girl’s voice — whis- 
pered from the speakers: “J’m evil...I’m so 
evil...” 

I opened my mouth to call out to her — but only 
a choked gurgle escaped my throat. 

“I’m so evil. ...” 

Before I could utter a sound, the engine started 
up. The headlights flashed on. The car shifted into 
reverse. 

“Noooo!” I wailed. “This isn’t happening! This 
can’t be happening!” 
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he car shot rapidly into the street. 
As if pushed by an invisible hand, the 
gearshift moved to drive. 

“Stop! What’s happening?” I shrieked. 

I grabbed the door handle. Tugged it up and 
shoved all my weight against the door. 

Locked. Locked tight. 

“Let me out!” 

The tires skidded over the slick, frosty pave- 
ment. The car bolted forward, heading down the 
hill, down Forrest Valley Road. 

“No! This is crazy! Who are you? What are you 
doing?” 

I frantically tried the door again. It didn’t open. 

The car slid on the pavement. Picked up speed 
as it curved downhill. 
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I grabbed the steering wheel, struggling to 
keep the car on the road. 

Gasping in panic, I slammed my foot down on 
the brake pedal. 

But the car sped up instead of slowing to a stop. 

Laughter poured from the radio speakers. The 
same low, cold laughter as before. 

“Who are you? Where are you?” I screamed. 

I tromped on the brake again, but the car didn’t 
slow. 

I grabbed the key in the ignition — and twisted 
it to off. 

But the engine roared even louder. 

I pulled the key from the ignition and jammed it 
in my coat pocket. 

But the car rolled even faster. 

“Noooo!” I uttered a terrified cry as the car 
swerved off the road, tires skidding. My head hit 
the ceiling as the car bumped over the hard 
ground. 

I grabbed the wheel in both hands. Leaned over 
it. Spun it hard. 

Guided the car back onto the road. 

The road sloped steeply downhill. The buildings 
of town came into view, far below us. 

I pumped the brake. I tried to shift into park. 

I tugged on the emergency brake. 

But the car rolled faster, faster, engine roaring. 

“Enjoying the ride?” 
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The girl’s voice floated from the speakers, so 
soft I could barely hear her over the roar of the en- 
gine, the rumble of the tires. 

“Are you? Are you enjoying it?” 

“Stop it! Stop the car — please!” I choked out. 
The wheel bounced in my hands. I spun it hard, 
struggling to follow the curves as we shot down 
the steep slopes. 

I heard a long, low whistle. From somewhere 
far in the distance. 

A train whistle? 

The girl’s laughter drowned out the sound. 

“Who are you? Where are you?” I demanded, 
gripping the wheel, working it between both 
hands. 

Despite the cold of the night, sweat poured 
down my forehead. My clammy hands slid on the 
steering wheel. 

“But you like to drive!” the voice insisted, teas- 
ing, so cruel. 

“No! No, I don’t!” I wailed. “Stop the car. We’re 
going to crash! Stop it now!” 

“Stop it? Okay,” she purred. 

I felt the brake pedal slam down to the floor — 
and stay there. 

I heard the tires squeal. 

The car skidded — slid wildly out of control. 

I spun the wheel, but it didn’t help. 

I cried out as the car began to spin. 
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Tires shrieking in protest, the car slid off the 
road. 

Bumped over grass and shrubs. Bounced and 
skidded. 

Toward the tall, dark trees beyond the shoulder. 

The girl's laughter rose up from the speakers, 
rose up all around me as the trees loomed close. 

I’m going to crash, I realized in those few fast 
seconds. 

The laughter rang in my ears. Rang and echoed 
as if it were inside my head. 

I’m going to crash. 

I'm going to die. 

I jerked the wheel hard, frantically trying to 
spin the car away from the trees. 

The car bounced hard. 

“Oww!” I cried out as my head shot up against 
the roof again. 

The dark trees rose up in the windshield. The 
tires scraped over tall grass and weeds. 

“Yes!” I spun the wheel again, and the trees slid 
out of view. The car whirled around, rocked up and 
down, faced the road once again. 

Another hard bump. And then I was back on the 
pavement. 

Roaring along the dark, curving street. Picking 
up speed. 

“Stop the car! Stop it!” I screamed, the wheel 
jerking and twisting under my hands. 
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The girl’s laughter floated over the roar of the 
engine. 

In the distance, I heard the wail of the train 
whistle once again. 

“Who are you? Why are you doing this?” I de- 
manded, my voice bouncing with the car. 

More cold laughter. And then she moaned, “J’m 
evil... I’m so evil.” 

And the train crossing came into view in the 
headlight beams. 

I saw the guardrails slide down. Red lights 
flashed. 

To the left, I could see the dark outline of the 
train, black against the purple night sky. A whir of 
motion as the engine approached the crossing. 

I heard another long, low train whistle. 

I slammed my foot down hard on the brake. 

But the car shot forward. 

The guardrails shone in the headlights as the 
car roared to the tracks. 

“Good-bye, Mitchell.” The girl’s voice purred 
from the speakers. “Hope you enjoyed your ride. 
Your last ride.” 
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win headlights from the front of the 
train poured over the crossing just a few 
yards in front of me. Bright white light that made 
me shield my eyes. 
And scream louder than I’ve ever screamed. 
My scream rose over the shriek of the train 
engine. 
My breath cut off as the car braked with a hard 
jolt. 
“Oooohhh!” I tossed forward over the wheel. 
Then I rocked back hard against the seat. 
The tires squealed as if crying. 
The front bumper cracked into the wooden 
guardrails. The car bounced to a stop. 
The train roared past. 
I stared at the whir of train cars, gasping, my 
chest heaving up and down, struggling to catch 
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my breath. My throat was raw from screaming. 
Chill after chill made my whole body shudder. 

The train clattered past. It gave another long, 
low whistle blast, this one fading into the distance. 

Silence now. Except for my rapid, shallow 
breaths and the thudding of my heart. 

The car slowly backed up, away from the guard- 
rails. 

“Wasn't that fun?” the girl’s voice whispered 
from the radio speakers. “Did that give you a 
thrill?” 

“No!” I cried angrily. “Are you crazy?” 

With a furious growl, I snapped the radio dial to 
off. 

But it didn’t cut off the girl’s laughter. 

The car was rolling past trees and houses again, 
following the curving road uphill. I barely noticed. 
I was trembling. I could still hear the roar and 
clatter of the speeding train cars in my mind. 

“Who are you?” I finally choked out. “Are you a 
ghost? Do you haunt this car?” 

No answer. 

“T don’t understand!” I cried. “Tell me who you 
are. Why did you try to kill me?” 

Silence. 

And then the soft moan, “I’m evil...I’m so 
evil.” 

The car slowed to a stop. 

I peered out the windshield — and to my sur- 
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prise saw my parents, their robes flapping over 
their pajamas, running barefoot down the drive- 
way. 

I’m... home! I breathed a long, shuddering 
sigh of relief. 

Dad pulled open the driver’s door. “Mitchell!” he 
bellowed. “How could you do this?” 

“How? How?” He grabbed my arm and tugged 
me out of the car. His eyes burned angrily into 
mine. I’d never seen him so angry. 

Behind him, Mom shook her head. I saw tears 
on her cheeks. 

“This is the worst thing you ever did, 
choked out. “The worst.” 

“We can’t believe you took the car,” Dad said 
through gritted teeth. His hand squeezed my arm. 

“But — but — I didn’t do it!” I sputtered. 

Dad’s eyes gazed over my shoulder to the open 
car door. “Mitchell, you’re in serious, serious trou- 
ble,” he said, his voice trembling with anger. “Don’t 
tell lies. Don’t make up any stories. There’s no one 
else in the car. Don’t you dare try to tell us you 
didn’t take it.” 

“But — I can explain!” I started. 

I took a deep breath. Where should I start? 
How could I convince them that I didn’t drive the 
car? 

“Hey — what’s going on?” A girl’s voice cried 
out before I could start to explain. 


” 


she 
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I turned and saw Marissa jogging across the 
driveway. 

“Is everything okay?” she called, her blond hair 
bobbing on her shoulders as she ran. “Why is 
everyone up so late?” 

“Wh-who are you?” Mom blurted out, wiping 
tears off her cheeks. “Are you a friend of Mitch- 
ell’s?” 

“She just moved in,” I told Mom. 

“I’m Marissa Meddin,” Marissa announced. “I 
was up late. I heard voices. I saw Mitchell out 
here. . . .” Her voice trailed off. 

“Mitchell is in very big trouble,” Dad said, fi- 
nally releasing his grip on my arm. “Mitchell has 
done something really terrible.” 

Marissa’s eyes locked on mine. 

“Tt isn’t true!” I cried. “Mom — Dad — you've 
got to believe me! I came out and sat in the car. 
But I didn’t drive it away.” 

“Mitchell, that’s ridiculous,” Mom insisted. 

“I’m warning you for the last time to tell the 
truth,” Dad uttered angrily. 

I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “The car is 
haunted!” I screamed. 

Mom and Dad cried out in surprise. Marissa 
stared at me openmouthed. 

“T know you won't believe me — but it’s true! I 
heard a girl’s voice. She kept laughing and saying 
how evil she was. She drove the car. I didn’t drive 
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it. I couldn’t control it. There’s a ghost. Really. A 
ghost —” 

“Mitchell, stop right now,” Dad said. “Have you 
suddenly turned into Todd? We’re not going to be- 
lieve any crazy story about a ghost.” 

“You're just getting yourself into more trou- 
ble,” Mom sighed. 

“But she tried to kill me!” I wailed. 

Marissa narrowed her eyes at me. Her expres- 
sion changed. I saw her chin tremble. She sud- 
denly looked very frightened. “Maybe Mitchell is 
telling the truth,” she said softly. 

I don’t think Mom and Dad heard her. 

“What was in your mind?” Mom demanded, 
more tears rolling down her cheeks. She pulled 
her bathrobe around her. “What were you think- 
ing? Did you really think your dad and I wouldn't 
see that the ear was missing?” 

“You didn’t think at all — did you, Mitchell?” Dad 
accused. “You wanted to drive the car so bad — so 
you just stole the keys and took it for a spin.” 

“But you're only twelve!” Mom cried. 

“The car is haunted. I can prove it!” I insisted. 
“I'm telling the truth. I'll prove it to you.” 

I didn’t give them a chance to stop me. 

I turned and dove back to the car. “Come and 
listen,” I ordered them. “There's a voice. The ghost’s 
voice. It comes out of the speakers. She'll tell you. 
She'll tell you the truth.” 
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I leaned into the car. They huddled close behind 
me. 

I reached in and clicked on the radio. 

“Go ahead,” I told the voice. “Tell them what 
you did. Tell them the truth. Tell them why you 
haunt this car. Tell them!” 





18 


he next night after dinner, I was upstairs 
in my room talking to Steve on the phone. 
“TI can only stay on for thirty seconds,” I told him. 
“It’s the new rule. I’m a prisoner here in my own 
house.” 
“What's that about?” Steve asked. 
“It'll take too long to explain,” I sighed. 
“So you're in trouble?” he asked. 
“I’m grounded for life.” 
“Whoa! That’s totally disturbing!” Steve ex- 
claimed. “Why? What did you do?” 
“My parents think I stole the new car and then 
lied about it,” I told him. 
“Did you do it?” he demanded. “Did you really 
take the car out?” 
“Kind of,” I replied. 
Then my kitchen timer rang. My thirty seconds 
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were up. “Have a nice life,” I told Steve glumly. 
Then I hung up. 

I slammed the timer onto my desk. Mom had 
given it to me to time my phone calls. What can 
you say to someone in thirty seconds? 

It wasn’t fair. 

The whole thing wasn’t fair. I didn’t do anything 
wrong. 

But no one would ever believe me about the car 
being haunted. 

Well... I suddenly remembered there was one 
person who would definitely believe me. 

I made my way down the hall to Todd’s room. 

I heard him laughing in there. As I entered, I 
saw him leaning over his computer keyboard, 
staring into the monitor, playing a game of You 
Don’t Know Jack. 

It’s a trivia quiz game. It’s much too hard for 
Todd. He hardly knows any of the answers. But he 
doesn’t care. He thinks it’s funny. The game makes 
him howl like a dog. 

He turned away from the screen when he heard 
me enter. “What’s up?” he asked brightly. “Want 
to play me?” 

“T can’t,” I moaned. “I’m not allowed to have 
any fun, remember?” 

He frowned. “I never saw Mom and Dad so 
angry.” 

I slumped down on the edge of Todd’s bed. “Do 
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you believe me?” I asked him. “Do you believe my 
story about the ghost in the car?” 

Todd nodded solemnly. “Yes. Of course I believe 
you,” he replied, his voice just above a whisper. 
“And I know who the ghost is.” 

“Huh?” I gasped. “You do? You know?” 

He nodded again. 

I lurched across the room and grabbed him by 
the shoulders. “Todd — tell me,” I demanded. 
“Who is it? Who is the ghost?” 
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J r r.. that new girl, Marissa,” Todd 


said solemnly. 

I gaped at him. “Excuse me?” 

“It’s Marissa,” he repeated. “She’s the one who 
is haunting the car.” 

I laughed. “That’s totally crazy.” I rolled my eyes. 
“Why did I even ask you? I should have known 
you’d come up with something totally insane.” 

“It isn’t crazy,” Todd replied softly. He sat down 
at the other end of the bed and crossed his arms 
over his chest. “She showed up here the same day 
as the car, right? And she always appears sud- 
denly to let you out when the door sticks. Right?” 

I scratched my head. “Yes. Right. But that 
doesn’t prove anything.” 

“How come she is always there, even in the mid- 
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dle of the night?” Todd demanded. “Because she is 
a ghost. Because she haunts the car. I know it.” 

“That's totally dumb,” I told him. “Marissa is a 
real girl, not a ghost. She doesn’t live in the ear. 
She moved onto our street last week. I'll prove it 
to you.” 

I jumped up, ran down the hall, and grabbed my 
cordless phone. Then I brought it back into Todd’s 
room. 

I punched in 411. “Hello? Information? I'd like 
the phone number of the Meddin family. They just 
moved in on Scotts Landing Road.” 

His arms still tightly crossed, Todd kept his 
eyes on me as I waited for the operator to find the 
number. I could see he was tense. He chewed his 
bottom lip. 

“I'm sorry,” the operator reported. “There is no 
listing for Meddin on Scotts Landing.” 

“Oh,” I murmured. A chill ran down my back. I 
thanked her and clicked off the phone. 

Then I turned to Todd. “Maybe they don’t have 
their phone hooked up yet,” I said. I grabbed his 
arm and tugged him to his feet. “Come on. Let’s 

” 


“Huh? Go?” He pulled his arm free. “Go where?” 

“Let’s go over to Marissa’s house,” I replied. “I 
want to prove to you that she isn’t a ghost.” 

“But — but you're grounded!” he sputtered. 
“You're not allowed to leave the house, Mitchell.” 
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“Mom and Dad are in the basement,” I told him. 
“Mom is helping Dad with some project he messed 
up. They'll be down there for hours. We’ll be back 
before they notice we're gone.” 

We sneaked downstairs and grabbed flashlights 
and our jackets. I could hear Mom and Dad down 
in the basement, arguing. They always yell at each 
other when they work together on one of Dad’s 
projects. 

Todd and I crept out the front door. It was a 
cold, cloudy night. No moon or stars in the sky. 

We jogged past the car. It sat dark and empty in 
the driveway. No green glow. No ghost grinning 
out at us from the front seat. 

We made our way to the street. Nearby, some- 
thing scampered over the carpet of dead leaves on 
the ground. Probably a squirrel. 

“Which house did she move into?” Todd asked 
breathlessly. 

I pointed to the next block. “The Faulkners’ 
house,” I said. “You know. The run-down brick 
house with the big front porch falling down.” 

The streetlight was out on the corner. Our flash- 
light beams danced over the dark pavement in 
front of us. It was a still, windless night. Nothing 
moved, nothing stirred. 

The Faulkners’ house was the second on the 
block. I could see from the corner that all the 
lights were out. No car in the driveway. 

“Maybe they go to bed early,” I murmured. 
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Our sneakers crunched over the dry brown 
leaves that covered the front yard. Keeping our 
flashlights on the ground, we made our way up to 
the front porch. 

The porch door was open, hanging off its hinges. 
I could see a pile of newspapers inside. And sev- 
eral crushed soda cans. 

“See?” Todd whispered. “I told you. No one 
lives here.” 

“You’re wrong,” I insisted. I moved to the front 
window. I grabbed the window ledge and raised 
myself up on tiptoe. 

Dark in the living room. Silent. 

I shone the flashlight through the dust-smeared 
window. 

“Whoa!” I murmured. 

No furniture. An overturned paint bucket on 
the floor. Another pile of newspapers against one 
wall. 

“What do you see?” Todd demanded. 

“Nothing,” I said. I moved around to the side of 
the house. I raised the flashlight to a side window. 
A bedroom. Empty. No furniture. No sign of life. 

I lowered the light and turned to Todd. “No one 
lives here,” I told him, shaking my head. “Marissa 
lied.” 

“She lives in the car,” Todd insisted. “She 
haunts the car.” 

I stared hard at him. Was he right? Was Marissa 
a ghost? 
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How could I prove it to Mom and Dad? 

I turned and stared at the dark, empty house. A 
chill rolled down my spine. 

How could I prove to Mom and Dad that I was 
telling the truth? 

Suddenly, I had an idea. 





fter school the next day, I had to stay 

late and help Steve and Allan with an 
art project. By the time I left the building, the sun 
was already setting. A pale half-moon rose over 
the bare trees. 

Because of my punishment, I had orders to 
hurry straight home. But I had a mystery to 
solve — the mystery of the ghost in the car. And 
I knew there was only one person who could 
solve it. 

Mr. Douglas, the man who sold us the car. 

As I rode the bus to his neighborhood, I pic- 
tured Mr. Douglas's birdlike face, the long, crooked 
beak of a nose, the tiny, cold blue eyes. 

Am I really doing this? I asked myself, peering 
out into the gray afternoon at the houses and trees 
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whirring by. Am I really going back to this man’s 
house by myself to ask him if he sold us a haunted 
car? 

I swallowed hard and wiped my clammy hands 
on the legs of my jeans. 

I knew I had no choice. I needed to know the 
truth. I needed to prove to my parents that I 
wasn’t a liar. 

I was so lost in my frightening thoughts, I 
missed the stop. I had to walk back four blocks. By 
the time I stepped onto Mr. Douglas's front stoop, 
my legs were shaking and my mouth was as dry as 
sand. 

I could hear a TV on inside the house. I rang the 
bell. 

Heavy footsteps. The door opened. Mr. Douglas 
peered out through the storm door, tilting his head 
suspiciously at me. 

He was dressed the same as before, in a flannel 
shirt and denim overalls. His stringy hair was un- 
brushed, falling in tangles around his face. 

“Uh... hi,” I choked out. “Remember me?” 

He just kept staring at me with those tiny bird- 
eyes. 

I tried again. “My dad bought the car from you 
last week? Remember? Mr. Moinian?” 

He nodded. He pushed open the storm door a 
few inches. “What can I do for you, young man?” 

He raised his eyes to the street. I guessed he 
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was searching for my dad. “How did you get 
here?” 

“Took the bus,” I told him. “I need to ask you 
some questions about the car, Mr. Douglas.” 

His eyes flashed. His mouth turned down in a 
scowl. “Sorry. I really don’t have time right now.” 
He started to pull the storm door closed. 

“It won’t take long,” I insisted. “Some strange 
things have been happening. I was just wonder- 


“Sorry,” he repeated. He suddenly looked very 
tense. “I really can’t talk about the car now.” 

“Please,” I pleaded. “Can I just come in for a 
second? I —” 

“No. You can’t come in. I have to ask you to 
leave now,” he said sternly. He opened his mouth 
to say more — but his phone rang. 

“Good-bye.” He turned away and hurried to an- 
swer it. 

“T don’t get it,” I muttered. “What is his prob- 
lem?” 

Why wouldn’t he answer a few simple ques- 
tions? 

I stepped up to the top of the stoop, cupped my 
hands around my face, and peered into the living 
room through the glass storm door. 

“Huh?” My eyes stopped at the mantel, and I 
gasped. I struggled to focus on what I saw there. 

A large, framed photograph of a girl. 
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A lighted candle on each side of the photo. And 
on a black ribbon under the photo, the words IN 
LOVING MEMORY. 

“No,” I murmured. “No, it can’t be.” 

Because I recognized the girl in the photograph. 

The dead girl. 

Marissa. 
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3 é ou were right,” I told Todd 


breathlessly as soon as I ran into 
the house. 

He stared at me. “What do you mean?” 

“Marissa is a ghost. She’s dead. I saw her pic- 
ture at Mr. Douglas’s house. There were candles 
next to it, and a sign that said IN LOVING MEM- 
ORY.” 

Todd let out a long gasp. All the color drained 
from his face. 

I felt bad. I realized I had scared him. I shouldn't 
be telling Todd all this, I decided. He’s too afraid of 
ghosts. 

“Wh-what are you going to do?” he stammered. 

“Tell Mom and Dad,” I replied. “I’ve got to warn 
them about Marissa. She’s dangerous. The car is 
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dangerous. Dad has to take it back to Mr. Douglas, 
before ... before . . .” 

“Before what?” Todd asked in a tiny voice. 

I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to frighten him 
even more. 


“The car is haunted. I can prove it,” I an- 
nounced as soon as the four of us sat down to din- 
ner. “You know that girl Marissa who was here 
the other night?” 

“Mitchell, can’t we enjoy our dinner?” Dad in- 
terrupted angrily. 

“You wanted pizza tonight, so we’re having 
pizza,” Mom chimed in. “So don’t start an argu- 
ment and spoil everyone's dinner.” 

“Spoil your dinner?” I shrieked. 

I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t control myself. 

I had this horrifying, unbelievable thing to tell 
them — and they were worried about me spoiling 
dinner? 

I jumped to my feet. My chair fell behind me 
and clattered to the floor. 

“Mitchell — sit down!” Dad ordered. 

“The new car is haunted!” 1 screamed at the top 
of my lungs. “There is a ghost in the car —and 
she’s EVIL!” 

“He’s telling the truth,” Todd said softly. “It’s 
really true.” 

“You keep out of it!” Dad warned him. “You’re 
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the one who started all this ghost nonsense around 
here, Todd.” 

“It isn’t nonsense!” I wailed, shaking my fists 
above my head. 

“Mitchell, take your plate,” Mom ordered, wavy- 
ing both hands. “Good-bye. Take your plate to 
your room and eat your pizza upstairs.” 

“But, Mom —” 

“Go! Go! Go!” Dad ordered. 

“But I’m telling the truth!” I cried. 

“Not another word,” Dad shouted, “or you'll be 
grounded for a second lifetime!” 

Grumbling under my breath, I ran out of the 
dining room. I didn’t take my plate. I didn’t feel 
like eating. 

I felt like screaming and crying and shoving my 
fist through a wall. Or jumping in the car and let- 
ting it take me anywhere it wanted. 

Is there anything more horrible than knowing 
the truth about something important — and hay- 
ing your own parents refuse to believe you? 

“I'm not a liar!” I screeched from the stairs. 
Then I ran up to my room, my heart pounding, my 
throat aching from all my screaming. 

My phone was ringing when I burst into my 
room. I grabbed it. “Hello?” I demanded breath- 
lessly. 

“Mitchell? It’s Marissa.” 

I gasped. “Huh? Marissa?” 
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“Listen, Mitchell, I called to warn you —” 

I didn’t wait for her to finish. “Marissa — I 
know the truth!” I blurted out. 

Silence on her end. Then, finally, she murmured, 
“You do?” 

“Yes,” I replied in a trembling voice. “I know 
who you are. I know the truth about you.” 

Marissa’s voice lowered to a cold whisper. “So 
what are you going to do, Mitchell?” she de- 
manded. “Now that you know the truth, what are 
you going to do about it?” 





22 


er whispered voice sent chills down my 
back. 

I’m talking to a ghost, I realized. And...she 
just threatened me. 

Trembling, I clicked off the phone and tossed it 
onto my bed. I took a deep breath and held it. 

Calm ...calm...I ordered myself. I shut my 
eyes and waited for my heart to stop racing. 

I shoved my hands into my jeans pockets and 
began pacing back and forth. What am I going to 
do now? I asked myself. What can I do? 

Is Marissa going to come after me? I wondered. 
Now that I know the truth about her, is she going 
to try to stop me from telling her secret? 

Is she going to make me a ghost too? 

I sat down at my worktable and started to 
arrange the pieces of my car model. Maybe work- 
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ing on the model will relax me, I thought. Maybe it 
will take my mind off Marissa. 

But after a few minutes, I was still sitting there, 
staring at the model pieces, my mind whirring. 

When I heard Dad calling me from downstairs, I 
jumped up with a start. 

I made my way to the stairs. I saw Mom, Dad, 
and Todd with their coats on. “Where are you 
going?” I asked, hurrying down the stairs. 

“To Cousin Ella’s — remember?” Mom replied, 
peering into the hall mirror, adjusting her scarf. 
“She's been sick all week. We promised to visit.” 

“And I’m coming too?” I asked. I started for the 
coat closet. 

“No. Why don’t you stay home,” Mom sug- 
gested. “You need a cooling off period.” 

“Some time by yourself, Mitchell,” Dad chimed 
in. “Some time to think about how crazy you’ve 
been acting.” 

“But —” I started to protest. Then I sighed and 
shrugged. “Okay, fine. I’ll stay home. I don’t care.” 

Dad strode down the hall and clicked the lamp 
by the den. “The wire is still crackling,” he mur- 
mured, shaking his head. “I can’t find the short. 
Better be careful with this lamp, Mitchell.” 

“Do I have to kiss Ella?” Todd asked Mom. “Her 
makeup tastes terrible and it sticks to my lips.” 

“You don’t have to kiss her,” Mom told him. 
“She's sick, remember?” 


100 


I saw the car keys on the hallway table. “Are 
you taking the car?” I asked Dad. 

“You know that Martin is picking us up,” Dad 
replied. “We told you a hundred times.” 

“But you’d better stay away from that car,” 
Mom warned. She narrowed her eyes sharply at 
me. “I mean it, Mitchell. Don’t go near it. Don’t sit 
in it. Don’t touch it.” 

“Don’t worry,” I muttered. 

They don’t have to worry. No way I’m climbing 
into a haunted car! I told myself. 

I followed them outside. We stood on the drive- 
way until my cousin Martin pulled up in his green 
Taurus 


“Tell Ella I hope she feels better,” I said. I 
waved to my cousin. 

Todd and Dad climbed into the back. Mom 
started to climb into the front passenger seat, 
then turned back to me. “Mitchell, you'll be okay 
by yourself?” 

“Yeah. Sure. No problem,” I told her. “I stay by 
myself a lot, don’t I?” 

“Well, we'll be back early,” she said. She closed 
the door after her. 

I watched the green Taurus back away and head 
down the road toward town. 

I was standing next to our new car. The driver’s 
window was down a couple of inches. I lowered my 
face to it. 
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“Marissa — are you in there?” I called. 

No reply. 

Light from the street lamp made the creamy in- 
terior glow. 

“Marissa — can you hear me?” I called in. 

Still no answer. 

But I felt a strong tug. As if someone was pulling 
me, pulling me into the car. 

“No!” I uttered out loud. “No. I’m not climbing 
in.” 

I wanted to walk away. I wanted desperately to 
get to the safety of my house. 

But an invisible force was pulling me . . . pulling 
me. 

“No... please — let me go!” I pleaded. 

Pulling ... pulling... 

I gripped the door handle. 

And started to open the door. 
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o, Mitchell. Get away! I warned myself. 
Don't do this. 

Don't get into this car! 

I pulled open the door. The seats and dashboard 
glowed brighter . . . brighter. I blinked in the puls- 
ing white light. 

Get away, Mitchell. Get away while you have a 
chance. 

I slid behind the wheel, slid into the pulsing, 
bright light. 

I closed the car door. 

My hands wrapped around the steering wheel, 
so cool, so smooth. 

I heard the door locks click down. I knew I was 
locked in once again. 

I blinked hard, waiting for my eyes to adjust to 
the throbbing brightness. 
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It took me a long time to realize that I wasn’t 
alone. 

I turned and saw someone beside me in the pas- 
senger seat. 

A blond-haired girl dressed all in black. 

I couldn't see her face. She had her back turned 
to me. But I knew who it was. 

“Marissa!” I choked out. 

She turned slowly — and I opened my mouth in 
a scream of horror. 

Not Marissa! 

I was staring at a hideous ghoul. Purple rotted 
skin, lined and rutted like a decayed prune. Inky 
black eyes sunk back in deep sockets. Pulsing red 
veins up and down a broken nose. Toothless green 
gums, swollen and dripping with yellow slime. 
Torn lips twisted in an ugly grin. 

“Ohbhhh,” I moaned as the foul smell of the crea- 
ture floated into my nostrils. 

I tried to turn away as she brought her face 
close to mine. So close I could see two long white 
worms wriggling in her nose. 

Her blond hair brushed my face, stiff as straw, 
crawling with bugs. 

Her hot, sour breath swept over me, sickening 
me, making my stomach heave. Her swollen green 
gums clicked together as she whispered, “J’m 
evil... I’m so evil.” 
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y stomach heaved again. I swal- 
lowed hard, struggling to keep from 
vomiting. 

Her hair brushed against my cheek again, 
scratching my skin, making my face tingle and 
itch. 

I shivered in the sudden cold. So cold inside the 
car, so cold the windows steamed. 

Cold as death, I thought. 

Her whispered words sent another cloud of foul 
breath over me: “J’m so evil, Mitchell. So evil.” 

“Nooooooo0o0!” I screamed again. 

I twisted away from her rotting, toothless face. 

I pulled the door handle. I shoved all my weight 
against the door. 

I clawed at the windows. I pounded my fists 
against the glass. 
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“Help me! Somebody — help me! Let me out of 
here!” My voice high and shrill, trembling in the 
frozen, sour air. 

“Please — let me out!” 

I turned to see her toss back her head. She 
opened her mouth in an ugly laugh. It sounded 
more like dry heaves than laughing. 

“So evil...” 

And then, as I gaped in frozen horror, her wet 
black eyes rolled back in their sockets. Her rutted 
purple skin began to sag. To melt. 

She slumped forward. Her head thumped the 
dashboard. Her stiff blond hair wriggled like 
worms. 

Her whole body shook as she melted. Melted 
away, smaller . . . smaller. 

I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. 

Hugging myself in the frigid cold, I watched her 
melt away. Until her body vanished, and a cloud of 
glowing green gas floated over the passenger seat. 

And then the gas faded, darkened, vanished. 

My chest ached. I realized I hadn’t taken a 
breath. I let my air out in a long WHOOSH. 

“Hello?” I called in a weak voice. “Are you still 
here?” 

The car started up, as if in reply. 

The engine roared. The gearshift moved into re- 
verse. 

“No — wait!” I gasped. 

The car jolted down the driveway, onto the 
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street. It shifted into drive — and shot forward. 
The tires squealed as it swerved wildly to one side 
of the road, then the other. 

I grabbed the wheel, frantically tried to turn 
around. But the car wasn’t in my control. 

“No!” I cried out as the car jumped off the road. 
Bumped along the grass. Swiped a tall hedge. 
Bounced back onto the road, spinning wildly. 

“Stop it! Stop the car!” I screamed. “Who are 
you? Why are you doing this?” 

Over the squeal of the tires, the roar of the en- 
gine, I heard the girl’s laughter. 

“Why?” I screamed. “Why? Tell me! I have to 
know!” 

The car hurtled down the middle of the road, 
squealing out of control, tilting crazily around the 
turns, faster, faster. 

And the girl’s voice floated out of the speakers: 
“I died in this car, Mitchell. And now it’s your 
turn!” 
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bb o — wait!” I pleaded. “Listen to 
me. I — I don’t want to die!” 


Once again, I heard her laughter. 

The car swerved off the road, scraped against a 
tree, bounced back onto the pavement. 

I’m going to die, I realized. 

She’s going to crash the car. And I’m totally 
helpless. I can’t do anything to save myself. 

The car skidded and spun around twice. Then it 
continued hurtling down the curving road toward 
town and the valley. 

“Please —” I started. But the words choked in 
my throat. “I — I don’t understand.” 

“I was only fourteen.” Her voice rose so life- 
lessly from the speakers. “Only fourteen, Mitchell.” 

“I’m only twelve!” I cried. My head crashed 
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hard against the window as the car veered sharply 
off the road again. 

And then I heard the sirens. Rising and falling. 
Close behind me. 

A police car! 

They'll save me! I realized. They'll stop the car. 
They'll get me out! 

With a happy cry, I slammed my foot down hard 
on the brake. 

The pedal slid to the floor. But the car roared 
forward. 

Behind me, the siren wailed, closer. 

“Slow down!” I screamed. “It’s the police. Slow 
the car down!” 

Her hard, cruel laughter rang out over the shrill 
siren. 

I jammed the brake down again. Again. 

I could see the flashing red lights in the mirror 
now. 

Can the police catch up? I wondered. Can they 
stop this car? Can they rescue me before I crash? 


he shrill siren wailed so close behind me. 
The red lights flashed brightly in the 
mirror. 

And then passed by on the left. Passed my 
speeding car. 

And I saw that it wasn’t a police car. It was a 
long red fire truck. 

It swerved past me, siren blaring, and kept 
going. 

I stared at the back of the fire truck, twin lad- 
ders poking from the sides. And then it vanished 
around a curve. 

I let out a long, disappointed sigh. 

“Only fourteen,” the girl’s voice repeated, as if 
the fire truck hadn’t even existed. 

The car hurtled down the middle of the road, 
spinning so close to the edge of the hill. 
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“Only fourteen. I took the car out for a drive, I 
crashed it, Mitchell. I died. 've haunted the car 
ever since, waiting . . . waiting for someone to join 
me, to keep me company. And now I’ve found 
you.” 

“No — please!” I screamed. 

The car bounced hard. My head slammed into 
the ceiling. 

“I’m sorry you died,” I told her. “I’m really 
sorry. But I don’t want to join you. Please — take 
me home!” 

Silence. 

And then the car went into a skid. The tires 
squealed over the pavement. 

The car spun wildly. Once. Twice. 

Spun completely around. 

“You want to go home?” the ghost asked. 

“Yes!” I cried. “Yes! Take me home!” 

“Okay,” she replied, her voice as cold as the air 
in the car. “Okay, Mitchell. I'll take you home.” 

The car jolted forward. Gripping the bouncing 
wheel, I peered out through the windshield and 
realized we were headed back up the hill. 

Toward my house. 

“You're doing it?” I cried, my heart racing. 
“You’re taking me home?” 

“If that’s where you want to die,” she replied. 
“You can die just as easily against the front of 
your house.” 

“No, wait —” 
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The car picked up speed. It felt as if we were fly- 
ing now, flying around the curves, following the 
road as it twisted uphill. 

Houses shot past in a gray blur. I recognized the 
neighborhood. And then I recognized my block. 

Faster. Faster. 

I pumped the brakes. I spun the wheel. 

Helpless. I was totally helpless. 

She’s going to smash the car into the front of my 
house, I knew. 

“It won't hurt for long,” the ghost murmured as 
if reading my thoughts. “And then we'll be to- 
gether forever.” 
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shut my eyes. 
The car squealed to a stop. I heard the 
screech of skidding tires. 

I opened my eyes — and saw a wall of orange. 

Flames! 

My house! My house was on fire! 

Fire trucks were scattered over the front yard. 
Solemn-faced neighbors huddled in the driveway. 

Was that Todd? Yes. Todd standing with my 
parents, their faces caught in the flickering, or- 
ange light, their expressions so worried, so horri- 
fied. 

“I —I would have been inside the house,” I 
stammered to the ghost. “I would have been 
asleep in there. I would have died. But you saved 
me. You saved my life!” 

“Noooooo00000!” I heard her how] in horror. 
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And then I saw her again. The hideous, ghoulish 
face. The blond hair, stiff as straw. The dead girl, 
dead and decayed, all in black. 

She sat beside me again, her toothless mouth 
open in a scream of horror. She raised bony hands 
and tore at her hair, tore off hunks of it, revealing 
cracked gray skull bone underneath. 

“Noooooo!” she wailed. “I’m evil! I’m so evil! 
My mission is evil!” 

“But — you saved my life!” I protested. 

“T’ve failed! Failed!” she shrieked, ripping out 
hunk after hunk of her hair. 

Her inky black eyes turned to me, glowing with 
hatred. “J have failed. I have accidentally done 
GOOD! And now I must pay. Now I must die for- 
ever!” 

Once again, she started to shrink, to melt away. 

The wet eyes rolled from their sockets. Plopped 
onto her lap. Her skull cracked open. Her body 
slumped forward. 

I stared helplessly as she melted away. Shrank 
and melted until nothing was left but a puddle of 
thick green slime on the car seat. And then the 
slime melted away too. 

The car door swung open. 

Strong hands pulled me out. 

Dad wrapped me in a hug. Then Mom joined in. 

“You’re okay! Mitchell — you’re okay!” Mom 
kept repeating, holding me close. 
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“We — we thought you were trapped inside!” 
Dad declared. 

Todd had tears running down his cheeks. He 
rushed across the grass to hug me too. “I thought 
you were on fire,” he murmured. 

“The ghost saved me,” I told them, shouting 
over the roar of the flames and the rush of the fire 
hoses. “The ghost drove me away in the car. She 
saved my life.” 

Mom and Dad exchanged glances. I could see 
that they didn’t believe me. 

But I didn’t care. I was so glad to be back safe. 

All four of us jumped as part of our roof fell with 
a crash into the leaping flames. 

“Tt’s all my fault,” Dad sighed, shaking his head. 
“T should never have tried to fix the wiring. From 
now on, I’m never going to fool around with elec- 
tricity again.” 

“It’s okay,” Mom said, her arms around Todd 
and me. “We're all safe. All of us.” 

“T was right,” Todd whispered to me. “The car 
was haunted. And it was Marissa, right?” 

“Yes,” I replied uncertainly. “You were right, 
Todd. You knew. You —” 

I stopped when I saw her standing near the car. 

The ghost. 

Marissa. 
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as itchell!” Marissa cried, run- 
ning over to me, her blond 


hair flying behind her. 

I took a step back. My throat tightened. “You — 
you told me in the car that now you would die for- 
ever,” I gasped. 

“Huh?” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Mitchell — 
you're okay?” 

“Don’t pretend. Don’t act innocent,” I replied 
sharply. “You’re not fooling anyone. You're evil!” 

Her expression changed. She grabbed my arm 
roughly. “Come over here, Mitchell.” 

“No!” I protested. “Haven’t you done enough? 
Please —” 

I tried to pull away. But she dragged me toward 
the street. 

“Why are you doing this?” I cried. “I know 
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you're the ghost, Marissa. I went to your father’s 
house. I saw your portrait and the candles on the 
mantel.” 

She tightened her grip on my arm. Her eyes 
burned into mine. “I’m alive, Mitchell,” she whis- 
pered, bringing her face close to mine. “See? I’m 
real.” She squeezed my arm. 

“But —” I started. 

“That photo you saw,” Marissa continued, not 
letting go. “That was my twin sister, Becka. Becka 
was so evil.” 

“Your sister?” I choked out. 

“Last summer, Becka took the car. She didn’t 
know how to drive. She crashed and killed her- 
self.” Marissa’s voice cracked with emotion. “It 
broke my father’s heart. He’s never been the 
same.” She lowered her eyes. 

“I’m ... sorry,” I muttered. 

“Dad was desperate to sell the car,” Marissa 
continued after taking a deep breath. “He didn’t 
want the car Becka died in. When I saw your fa- 
ther buy it, I decided I had to warn you.” 

“Warn me?” I cried. I pulled my arm free from 
her grip. “You mean you knew your sister was 
haunting the car? You knew she planned to kill 
me?” 

Marissa nodded. 

“How?” I demanded. “How did you know?” 

“She told me,” Marissa replied. “I was sitting in 
the car one day, waiting for my dad. Becka ap- 
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peared. All ugly and dead. She told me she 
haunted the car now. She told me she’d haunt the 
car until she got revenge — revenge for dying so 
young.” 

“So why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “Why 
didn’t you —" 

“I wanted to,” Marissa interrupted. “But I 
didn’t think you'd believe me. So I waited. And 
then on the phone, you told me you knew the 
truth — remember? So I figured if you knew, I 
didn’t have to warn you.” 

“Becka saved my life,” I told Marissa. “She 
didn’t mean to. But she did.” 

A strange smile spread over Marissa’s face. She 
wiped tears from her eyes. Then she turned to the 
ear. 
“Poor Mitchell.” She sighed. “You were so ex- 
cited about the new car... .” 

“Uh...that’s okay,” I replied with a shudder. 
“I’ve kind of lost my interest in cars. I think 
maybe I'll get into baseball or hockey or some- 
thing.” 


We spent the night at the O’Connors’ house, 
next door. The following morning, Mom fretted 
over me at breakfast. “Your dad and I are very 
worried about you, Mitchell. All this talk about 
ghosts.” 

“But, Mom —” I started. 

“You're frightening Todd with all your ghost 
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stories,” she continued. “And he was already 
frightened before you began.” 

I sighed and shoved my cereal bow] away. 
“Mom — what do you want me to do? I’ve been 
trying to tell you the truth. But you and Dad 
refuse —” 

“Enough,” she insisted sharply. “I want you to 
talk to Todd. Tell him you made up the ghost story. 
Tell him the car isn’t haunted.” 

“But, Mom —” I tried again. 

This time, Dad interrupted. He came lumbering 
through the back door from outside, shaking his 
head. “I’ve got to drive to town,” he grumbled, 
“but the car won't start. I called the guy from the 
garage and —” 

A knock on the door. 

We all turned to see a man in a gray work uni- 
form, carrying a big toolbox. “You called the 
garage?” he asked. 

“Yeah. The blue car out front. It won't start,” 
Dad said. “Here, I’ll show you.” 

I followed them out to the car. Next door, the 
ruins of our house still smoldered. The yard was 
littered with broken glass and hunks of blackened 
wood. The air smelled smoky and sour. 

The guy from the garage pulled up the hood of 
the car. He leaned in over the engine. Then he 
quickly stood back up and squinted at Dad. “This 
is a joke, right?” 

Dad gaped at him. “Joke?” 
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The man pointed to the engine. “I think the car 
would probably start if you had a battery!” 

Dad stepped up beside him and peered under 
the hood. “Hey — you're right. I don’t believe it. 
There's no battery.” 

Dad turned and stared at me. “No battery,” he 
murmured, his face twisted in confusion. “No bat- 
tery. But we've been driving it anyway. And it ran 
last night .. .” 

I couldn’t keep a grin from spreading over my 
face. 

It’s going to take Mom and Dad a while, I told 
myself. But I think they’re finally going to believe 
me! 
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bb rs. Eakins hates us!” Alesha 
cried. “Remember when you 


kicked that soccer ball through her front window? 
She screamed at us like a lunatic. She threatened 
to call the police.” 

“And she wouldn't give me my ball back,” I 
added, shaking my head. 

“We can’t trick-or-treat there. She hates us!” 
Alesha repeated, tugging my arm. 

“We're in costume. She won’t recognize us,” I 
insisted. “Come on. Let’s knock on her door. What 
can happen? I just want to see what kind of candy 
she gives out.” 

“No way, Robbie!” Maggie declared. She pulled 
off her wolf mask. Her face was sweaty, and her 
hair was matted wetly against her forehead. “I’m 
not going near that house. That woman is crazy. 


And she might be dangerous. Everyone says she’s 
a witch!” 

I laughed. “Yeah, right. She’s probably out rid- 
ing around on a broomstick.” 

“It’s true!” Maggie replied shrilly. “She cast a 
spell on Mrs. Tarver across the street, and now 
Mrs. Tarver can’t stop blinking her eyes.” 

Alesha tugged my arm again. “Come on. Let’s 
go home. Let’s check out our candy.” 

“One more house,” I insisted. I pulled free of 
Alesha’s grip. “Come on. It’s Halloween. It’s sup- 
posed to be a seary night.” I started jogging up 
Mrs. Eakins’s front lawn. 

“I’m outta here,” Maggie called. “Really. I’m 
done. Catch you guys later — if you survive!” 

She took off, running down the sidewalk toward 
her house, her candy bag in one hand, the wolf 
head tucked under her arm. I had to laugh. Mag- 
gie’s long, furry wolf tail wagged back and forth as 
she ran. 

“What a wimp,” I muttered to Alesha. 

My sister frowned at me. “She’s not a wimp, 
Robbie. She’s smart. It’s late and we’ve been col- 
lecting candy for an hour. Why should we —?” 

I didn’t wait for Alesha to finish. I jogged the 
rest of the way over the tall grass and weeds, and 
leaped onto Mrs. Eakins’s front stoop. 

A big pumpkin rested against the wall of the 
house. A wreath of corncobs hung on the door. 


Dim light escaped from a tiny window at the top of 
the front door. 

“Robbie — she hates us!” Alesha repeated in a 
whisper. She stood behind me at the bottom of the 
stoop. The cardboard TV screen had fallen off the 
front of her costume. The funnel on top of her head 
tilted to the left. 

“That was weeks ago, Alesha. She won't even 
remember us.” 

I pressed the doorbell. 

I didn’t hear it ring inside the house. So I 
knocked loudly on the door. 

After a few seconds, I heard footsteps inside. 

I raised my candy bag in front of me. 

I heard a lock click. And then, slowly ... very 
slowly . .. the front door swung open. 


r p ell, well. What have we 
here?” 


Mrs. Eakins pulled open the door and poked her 
head out from the dim light of her hallway. 

She had a round face, smooth, not wrinkled like 
an old person's, big, dark eyes, and full red lips. 
Her long, wavy white hair was pulled straight 
back and tied behind her head with a black ribbon. 
She was dressed in black, a black jumper over a 
black turtleneck. 

She raised pale, slender hands to the sides of 
her face as she inspected us. “And what are you 
two supposed to be?” she asked. “Ghouls or gob- 
lins?” 

“I — I’m Zorro,” I stammered. “And she —” I 
pointed to Alesha, still hanging back a few feet be- 
hind me. “She’s a Teletubby.” 





Mrs. Eakins laughed, pressing her hands 
against her face. “I love Halloween!” she declared 
cheerily. “It’s my favorite holiday.” 

I can't believe she’s being so nice, I thought. 

I guess she really doesn’t recognize Alesha and 
me. 
I raised my candy bag. “Trick-or-treat,” I said. 

Her dark eyes studied me for a moment. She 
reached out and plucked a leaf off my cape. 

“Yes. Yes. I can see you've been collecting a lot 
of candy,” she said, a smile spreading on her full 
red lips. “Let me see what I have for you.” 

She disappeared back into the house. 

I turned to Alesha. “See?” I whispered. “I told 
you it would be okay.” 

Alesha had her eyes on the front door. 

Still smiling, Mrs. Eakins leaned out again. 
“Here you go, Zorro.” She handed me two candy 
bars. She stepped onto the stoop and leaned down 
to hand two candy bars to Alesha. 

“Happy Halloween, kids!” Mrs. Eakins de- 
clared. “I love your costumes. Very original.” 

She hurried back into the house. The door 
closed gently behind her. I heard the lock click. 
The dim light went out. 

“See?” I repeated. I jumped down off the stoop. 
“T told you not to be a wimp.” 

Alesha shrugged. “Okay, okay. Can we go home 
now? All this candy is making me so hungry!” 

“Fine. Let’s go,” I agreed. I tossed one of Mrs. 


Eakins'’s candy bars into my bag. I peeled open the 
other bar and took a big bite of it. 

Alesha did the same. We walked slowly to the 
street, chewing the chocolaty candy. Alesha pulled 
off her funnel and tossed it into her candy bag. 

“Mmmm. That candy bar was excellent. I think 
I need at least six more!” she exclaimed. “What 
kind was it?” 

I still had the torn wrapper in my hand. I spread 
it out between my fingers and struggled to read it 
in the moonlight. “It’s a Best Bar,” I reported. I 
crumpled up the wrapper and tossed it into my 
bag. 

“It really is the best!” Alesha declared. She 
rummaged in her bag. “I can’t find the other one.” 

“We're almost home,” I told her. We crossed the 
street. I saw a group of little trick-or-treaters danc- 
ing and jumping excitedly up someone’s driveway. 

“Alesha, since you like it so much, I'll trade you 
my other Best Bar.” 

“Trade it for what?” she asked suspiciously. 

“For two Crunch bars.” 

“No way,” she snapped. “One for one. I’m not 
giving you two, Robbie.” She kicked my candy 
bag. “You're so greedy, you're sick!” 

Sick. 

The word reminded me of something. 

I stopped and gazed up at the moon. A full 
moon. 


A full moon on Halloween. 

“Full Moon Fever,” I murmured. 

Alesha was rummaging in her candy bag again. 
She pulled out a pack of candy corn, tore it open, 
and began shoveling the candies into her mouth. 
“Huh? What did you say?” 

“Full Moon Fever,” I repeated. I flashed her a 
devilish grin. “Come on. Let’s see if the story 
Grandpa John told us is true.” 

We reached our corner. I set my bag down on 
the sidewalk. Then I pulled off my mask and 
dropped it into the bag. 

“You're crazy,” she replied, chewing hard. “I’m 
not doing it.” 

“Give me a break, Alesha. Why do you have 
to argue about everything?” I demanded impa- 
tiently. 

“Why do you have to be so crazy?” she shot 
back. “First you have to knock on that old 
woman's door. Now you want to stop and stare up 
at the full moon.” 

“IT just want to have some fun,” I explained. 
“You know. Do something a little bit exciting. A 
little bit daring.” 

She scowled at me. “Well, maybe I don’t want a 
case of Full Moon Fever!” 

I laughed. “So you believe Grandpa John’s story! 
You think it’s true!” 

“IT do not!” she insisted. “I think it’s dumb. 


That’s all. I just want to go home and get out of the 
cold and pig out on candy bars.” 

“Tt will only take a second,” I said. I didn’t give 
her a chance to cross the street. I grabbed the 
trick-or-treat bag from her hand. Then I jumped 
in front of her to block her path. 

“One second. Two seconds maybe,” I said. “Then 
we'll go home.” 

Alesha sighed. “This is so stupid.” Her shoul- 
ders slumped. “What do you want me to do?” 

“Nothing. Just stand here,” I replied. 

I turned her until she faced the moon. Then I 
stepped close beside her. 

“Just look up,” I instructed. 

“This is soooooo lame,” she wailed. But she 
obeyed. 

We both tilted our heads back and gazed up at 
the full moon, so low and bright in the sky. 

We didn’t talk. We didn’t move. 

One second. Two. Three . . . 

And then my whole body shuddered violently as 
a powerful wave of white light —so cold...so 
freezing cold — washed over me. 


felt a strong jolt. As if I’d been shocked by 
electricity. 

As if I’d been struck by lightning. 

The white light closed around me. 

So bright. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t move. 

“Noooooo!” Somewhere outside the light, I 
heard Alesha scream. 

I opened my mouth to call to her. But I couldn’t 
make a sound. 

The light slowly began to fade. 

I realized I was sweating. Cold drops of sweat 
rolled down my face. My shirt clung wetly to my 
back. 

Darker. 

The houses, the street, the trees came back into 
view. 


My body trembled. My teeth chattered. Sweat 
rolled down my face, prickled the back of my neck. 

“Alesha —” I managed to choke out her name. 

But then I felt so sick. 

My stomach tightened, tightened into a tiny, 
hard ball, as if someone was squeezing me. 
Squeezing me so hard, I couldn’t breathe. 


“So sick...” I murmured, dropping to my 
knees. “I feel so weak ...so sick...” 
I started to collapse. 


The ground tilted — and roared up to meet me. 
I felt the hard, cold pavement slap my forehead. 
Then everything went black. 


I blinked. Once. Twice. 

Forced myself to wake up. 

Tried to lift my head. Blinked again. Blinked 
into bright light. 

Sunlight? 

Where am I? 

I was lying flat on my back, staring at a window. 
Dark curtains at the sides. Orange sunlight re- 
flecting off the window glass. 

Morning sunlight. 

I tested my muscles. Tried to move. Stretched 
my arms up until they bumped the headboard be- 
hind me. 

I'm in bed. 

I’m in my own bed, I realized. 


I’m home. And it’s morning. And I’m lying in my 
own bed. Safe. Perfectly safe and okay. 

It was a dream, I realized. 

Alla frightening dream. 

I sighed as I gazed at the beautiful sunlight. 

I wanted to laugh. I wanted to cheer. 

Alladream... 

Breathing hard, I started to sit up. 

And gazed down at my bedcovers. 

And opened my mouth in a shrill scream of hor- 
ror. 
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he blanket. The sheets. They were shred- 
ded. 
Clawed and torn. Clawed to bits. 
“Nooo —” I choked out in a hoarse rasp. 
Uttering low grunts, I jumped out of bed. And 
stared down at the shredded sheets and blankets. 
At my pillow, covered in — what? 
Covered in short, straight black hairs. Fur? 
Black fur over my pillow. Over my sheets. 
What has happened here? 
What has HAPPENED? 
My breath escaping in noisy, wheezing pants. 
My eyes blinking in the harsh sunlight. Blinking 
at the horror of my bed. My room. 
All wrong. Everything wrong. 
What has HAPPENED? 


Muddy footprints over the pale blue rug. Big 
footprints leading from the door to my bed. 

Animal footprints. 

Grunting, my chest heaving up and down. 
Raspy breaths escaping my open mouth, I stag- 
gered across the bedroom to my mirror. 

And stared at even more horror. 

Stared wide-eyed at a monster. 

I still had my straight black hair. But beneath 
it ...a snout — a long wolf snout with wet black 
nostrils. I opened my jaws and saw two jagged 
rows of yellow animal teeth. 

I raised my arms. Yes, I still had human arms, 
human hands. But the backs of my hand and arms 
were covered in thick, bristly black fur. 

Short black fur tufted over the back of my neck 
and down my back. 

My eyes — only my eyes were the same. My 
eyes. My bright blue eyes. 

But everything else — monstrous and ugly. 

Full Moon Fever! 

It’s true. It’s all true. . .. 


A street lig 
| couldn’ t fo sit in the cor. 
my breath, | crept down 
| stepped oround to the driver’s side of the cor 


“Go ahead,” a voice whispered. “Ci 
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